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Sovm Preliminary Observations 


T he present study is an essay in intellectual history. 

But to declare that one is writing intellectual his- 
torj' is really to say nothing until one has defined the 
term. History of this sort obviously deals with the 
thoughts and emotions of men— with reasoned argu- 
ment and with passionate outburst alike. The whole 
range of human expression — as revealed in writing, 
speech, practice, and tradition— falls within its orbit. 
Indeed every declaration of mankind more explicit than 
a bestial cry may in some sense be considered the sub- 
ject matter of intellectual history. 

It might well be argued that this subject matter is not 
the deepest stuff of history. Below it (to use the work- 
able but deceptively concrete metaphor of the “high'* 
and ''low” when dealing with the human psyche) lies 
the realm of unorganized sentiments and routine eco- 
nomic processes. Marx called this realm the "sub- 
stratum.” For Marx the important thing to know about 
it was the character of the regime of production that 
inexorably conditioned human life: for the great social 
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* thinkers of the next generation the crucial concern was 
the irrational, virtually unchanging nature of human 
sentiments— what Freud usually referred to as ''drives'' 
and what Pareto rather awkwardly termed "residues." 
However radically these thinkers dilBFered from Marx, 
they at least agreed with him that what was "deepest" 
in human conduct for the most part fell into a pattern 
of mere repetition. 

Or, to put the matter in moral terms, they agreed 
that the basic characteristic of human experience was 
the limited nature of its freedom. Men were masters 
of their fate, they argued, only for limited periods and 
HI strictly limited segments of their activity. The eight- 
eenth- or early nineteenth-century image of man as a 
self-consciously rational being freely selecting among 
properly weighed alternatives they dismissed as an anti- 
quated illusion. 

Some such cofiviction of the inevitable limitations on 
human freedom— whether by physical circumstance or 
through emotional conditioning— has become the un- 
stated major premise of contemporary social science. 
Sociologists and anthropologists, economists and psy- 
chologists are at one in confining within narrow limits 
the realm of conscious choice. And historians— who are 
customarily more squeamish about these matters— have 
been profoundly shaken by a line of argument that 
seemed to cut their very subject matter out from under 
them. This subject matter had always been res gestce — 
the deeds of men. What was there to write of if these 
deeds were to be dismissed as simply the product of 
material and psychological conditioning? Were histori- 
ans reduced to the necessity of becoming no more and 
no less than social scientists? 

The dilemma is at least as old as the i86o's and will 
appear again in this study when we come to treat of 
the late nineteenth-century vogue of positivism. But the 
current strength and self-confidence of social science in 
the United States has presented it in a particularly 
acute form. Today an American historian may well suf- 
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fer from an uneasy conscience when he chooses to write * 
of the “higher"' things— of ethical aspiration and the 
freely speculating mind. 

Viewed from a slightly different angle, however, this 
state of affairs looks a good deal less unpromising. His- 
torians have always written of the “higher'" things— but 
without exactly knowing why. They have felt tempera- 
mentally drawn to the realms of the great deed and the 
lofty thought. And this bent has not been seriously 
altered by their new awareness of social science. How- 
ever much historians may have learned from Marx and 
Freud to consider the more conscious aspects of human 
experience mere “rationalizations," or from Pareto t(f 
call them “derivations," they have stubbornly contin- 
ued to write about them. An obscure sense of the fit- 
ness of things has kept them to the familiar definition 
of their calling. 

A moment's reflection will suggest that the current 
insistence on the “basic" in human conduct, far from 
robbing the historian of his traditional function, has 
for the first time given him an adequate explanation of 
why he felt drawn toward a certain type of subject 
matter. This subject matter, we now realize, cannot pos- 
sibly be the merely repetitive. For the essence of history 
is cftcmge— and change must be at least partially the re- 
sult of conscious mental activity. Somewhere at some 
time someone must have decided to do something. 
“Vast impersonal forces" are simply abstractions— the 
sum of an infinite number of small but strictly personal 
decisions. In a statistical sense, the outcome of a large 
number of choices may be predictable, but in a meta- 
physical and ethical sense most of us are convinced that 
each individual choice is free. Our vocabulary and cate- 
gories of thought imply this conviction.^ Hence Croce 
was right— although not quite in the way he imagined— 
when he insisted that history was necessarily the “story 
of freedom.” 
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* TTie repetitive, the irrational, the quasi-instinctual 
may be the substratum of history — but it cannot be the 
subject matter of history itself. This can only be what is 
capable of coherent explanation in logically delimited 
time sequences. And in such an explanation deed and 
thought are inextricably entangled. Intellectual history 
means a way of treating this common material from the 
standpoint of the thought rather than of the deed. 

The subject matter of intellectual history, then, is 
‘‘rationalizations'" of various levels of complexity. As 
such, it offers the trickiest sort of material with which 
historians are called on to deal. The pitfalls it presents 
are so numerous and so appalling as to prompt one to a 
veritable despair of reaching any adequate understand- 
ing or arriving at a compiehcnsiblc form of presenta- 
tion. 

Here, even more than elsewhere in historical scholar- 
ship, the student finds himself overwhelmed bv the 
heterogeneity of his data. His materials are of5ly in 
slight part measurable, nor, except to a very limited ex- 
tent, are they comparable among each other, llicv are 
of all types and of all levels of intellectual sophistica- 
tion: they extend all the way from the shoddiest jour- 
nalism to the most abstruse scientific and philosophical 
investigations. Under these circumstances, the first and 
major temptation to be avoided is the urge to be ency- 
clopedic. The perhaps laudable desire of the historian 
to “cover" his material adequately — to write some sort 
of “definitive” study— when applied to the field of ideas 
reveals itself as a dangerous illusion. 

Whatever the situation may be in other branches of 
historical study, in intellectual history a work that pur- 
ports to be definitive is an obvious absurdity: an ency- 
clopedic investigation of the development of ideas — 
even in a limited area— would be an impossible assign- 
ment. A book of this sort would be obliged to shuttle 
constantly back and forth among incompatible levels 
of interpretation. Its author could not possibly have an 
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expert knowledge of all the fields with which he was* 
dealing: even the best-endowed historian possesses a 
satisfactory understanding of only a small number of 
subjects besides his own. The result of such an effort 
could scarcely fail to be unevenness and lack of focus- 
superficiality alternating with an ovcrtechnical presenta- 
tion of material. For the commonest error of the intel- 
lectual historian is to write about things that he docs 
not really understand — things that he has not “internal- 
ized’" and thought through again for himself. Yet with- 
out such a process, the historian can write no more than 
what Croce would call “chroniclc”--matcrial simply de- 
limited, described, or catalogued — not true history as iti 
best practitioners have vilw'ays understood the term. 

It is my hope tliat the present study avoids this first 
major pitfall. It is written in the conviction that only 
through rigorous selectivity and a sharp definition of 
the central prol)lcms to be investigated can the writing 
of intellectual histoiy achieve artistic and logical inte- 
gration. 

A second set of dangers clusters around the question 
of the rationality of history. On the one hand there is 
the familiar temptation to see a clear design, to impose 
one’s own neat pattern on the recalcitrant data. Of tins 
danger most historians arc well aware— perhaps even 
over-aware. They are sn afraid of doing violence to the 
integrity of their materials that they shun any system- 
atic presentation. Mence the invertebrate character of 
so much that passes for intellectual history. Yet surely 
to escape one trap does not mean that one must run 
blindly into another. An aw^arencss of the fallacy of de- 
scrying an immanent reason in history does not imply 
that one must succumb to the converse fallacy of de- 
claring its essential irrationality. If histoi) obviously has 
no agreed-on rational pattern, the opposite is not neces- 
sarily true; even if one despairs ot finding any manifest 
logic in history, one need not throw up one’s hands and 
lament that all is chaos. 

In any ultimate terms, the problem is insoluble. But 
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• on the pragmatic level, it can be solved rather easily. 
Whatever may be the nature of history “as it actually 
happened/' statements about history can only be logi- 
cal-otherwise they would be incomprehensible. What- 
ever may be the ultimate “reality” (and I defy anyone 
to tell me), one can communicate one's findings about 
history only in rational terms, i.e., in terms that are co- 
herent and reproducible, although not necessarily rigor- 
ous. Again, to make rational statements implies set- 
ting up some sort of structure or laying out some design. 
Even if this be advanced as only the most tentative sort 
of hypothesis, it is still a coherent product of the hn- 
•man brain: it did not emerge by some spontaneous 
process of generation from the womb of history itself. 
The present study, then, rests on the assumption that in 
order to say something worthwhile about the history of 
ideas one must not be afraid to advance hypotheses and 
to pioceed in a 'logically ordered fashion: I shall not shy 
away from doing what the social scientists would call 
“stiucturing” my material. ♦ 

Finally, there is the old but still relevant matter of 
the “spirit of the times.” Most of us think that such a 
spirit exists. Few go along with Goethe's skeptical char- 
acterization of the Qcist der ’Zeiten as the historians’ 
“own spirit in which the times are reflected.” - But who 
is bold enough to say exactly what this spirit is? Who is 
confident that he knows how to locate it or to define it? 
The paradoxical truth is that the discovery of the spirit 
of the times is at once a technical ncar-impossibility 
and the intellectual historian’s highest achievement. 

By its verj' delimitation in time and subject matter, 
the present study implies the existence of some such 
spirit. The effort will be to locate— at least among a se- 
lected number of thinkers — the common attitudes that 


2 “Wds ihr den Qcist der Zeiten heisst, 

Das ist im Grund der Herren eigner Geist, 

In dem die Zeiten sich bespiegeln” 

Faust, Part 1, "Night.” 
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together constitute the emerging critical consciousness ^ 
of the early twentieth century. 

And so we come to the delimitation of the study it- 
self. First, I should like to state what sort of intellectual 
history I am writing; second, I want to explain why I 
selected a certain place, a certain time, certain ideas, 
and certain people for treatment; finally, I should like 
to say a few words about the form of the book and the 
personal viewpoints 1 have brought to it. 

As customarily written, intellectual history deals with 
either a '"higher” or a "lower” level of thought. The first 
refers to intellectually clear and significant statements— » 
the second to popular effusions in the nature of slogans. 
I’he second is characteristically supposed to represent 
what has "seeped down” from the first level after a gen- 
eration or two of "cultural lag”: in this new setting 
ideas nearly invariably figure in vulgarised or distorted 
form. The present study falls in the "higher” category. 
A few further distinctions wall suggest why this is the 
case. 

In casting my mind over the literature of intellec- 
tual history, I have been struck by the fact that there 
seem to be three manageable wa)S in which this soit 
of study can be approached. (I am not considering 
works that treat the history of a particular aesthetic 
field or learned discipline— art, literature, philosophy, 
economics, and the like — since these address themselves 
to a rather different set of problems and do not pose 
the central question of an integrating "spirit of the 
times.”) The first is to deal with popular ideas and prac- 
tices— with the whole vast realm of folklore and com- 
munity sentiments. Historians interested in this sort of 
material proceed in much the same fashion in which 
anthropologists approach the study of "primitive” cul- 
ture. Hence the efforts of such historians have quite 
properly been labeled "retrospective cultural anthropol- 
ogy.” Second, there is the kind of history that Croce 
called ethico-political— the study of the activities and 
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•aspirations of ruling minorities and of the rival minori- 
ties striving to supplant them.® Finally there is the his- 
tory of the enunciation and development of the ideas 
that eventually will inspire such governing elites. Pro- 
ceeding on the assumption that only a small number of 
individuals are actually responsible for the establish- 
ment and maintenance of civilized values, history of 
this last type tries to determine the fund or ideas avail- 
able at any particulai time to men who have received a 
supcrioi general education. Sometimes it is concerned 
with ideas that have already won acceptance— but in 
this case it shades off into the first catcgoiy^ I have sug- 
gested. Moie commonly it deals with ideas that have 
still to wan their way. 

Bv now' it IS piobably apparent that my own study 
falls into the final category. I'his, I am convinced, is the 
via regia of intellectual history. Not that the other t>pes 
arc not w orth wanting— far from it. But more closely ex- 
amined they turn out to be something that is not quite 
the histou of ideas. This consideration brings us^back 
to the distinction between the ^‘higher’' and tlie “low'er ' 
levels, (^n the level of popular acceptance, ideas can 
scarcely be handled in intrinsic terms: they are not suf- 
ficient!)' explicit for that. Efforts on the part of histori- 
ans to deal with them have all too ficquently degener- 
ated into a mechanical and boring catalogue of curious 
notions. Where they have been successfully (tliat is, 
meaningfully) handled, they liave been integrated in a 
general structure of explanation covering all the inter- 
locking practices of a given society. In short, thev have 
become a constituent part of general social history. Per- 
haps that is what I really meant when I referred earlier 
to ''retrospective cultural anthropology.'' This and 
conceptualized — not merely descriptive— social histoiy 
amount very^ nearly to the same thing. Hence the first 
t)'pe of intellectual histoiy that I identified may not 
have been intellectual history at all. As the only prac- 


•* This concept will be extensively discussed in Chapte 6. 
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ticable way of writing the liistor\^ of ideas on the* 
''lower'' level, it mav simply be one possible approach 
to the historical study of society— an enormously impor- 
tant pursuit but not the one that concerns us at present. 

I’he same may be said with slight modifications 
about the “ethico-politicaF' type of intellectual history. 
It is not entirely clear whether this sort of stud\ is on 
the “higher" or on the “lower" level. Certainly the no- 
tions entertained by the members of governing minori- 
ties frequently differ only slightly if at all from the be- 
liefs and practices of their countrymen in less exalted 
stations. At other times the governing elite — or at least 
certain influential membeis of it— mav he far “in acK 
vance" of the ideas of the majority. In any case, except 
in periods of unusual ideological integiation, the stock 
of convictions held by individuals witliin the ruling mi- 
nority varies markedly from one ))crson to another. It 
is cxtrcmciy difficult to assess with anV accuracy what 
the dominant ideas at any given tunc actually are. 'Hie 
most reliable indicator is not wliat j:)Coplc say but what 
they do— and thus w’c aic led directly back to the his- 
tory of action ratlicr than of thought. 

This is an initial reason for doubting whether ethico- 
political history is exactly what we arc after— its tend 
eiicy to revert to the historian's tiadjlional concentra- 
tion on political activiH'. loirthcrinorc. even where it 
has tried to remain on the level of ideas i ni the sense 
of ethical aspirations), it has succeeded ni doing so only 
at the price of a radical simpiification. One or two 
“great" ideas have necessarily been singled out as or- 
ganizing concepts. And these leading ideas more often 
than not on closer in.Npection liave proved to be the 
historian's own. Croce himself, the godfaHier of ethico- 
political history, was, as w'C shall subsequently observe, 
by no means exempt from tlic charge of reading his owai 
ideas back into the past. 

We arc left with the tliird type of intellectual his- 
tory— the study of major ideas m their pristine form on 
the higher levels. 1 shall say something shortly about 
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•what kinds of ideas I think deserve this sort of treat- 
ment; for obviously only a small portion even of the 
more influential ones can be dealt with in a study of 
this length— if again we are to avoid the danger of cata- 
loguing. Meantime a final word on the character of the 
present volume. In brief, it is an attempt to fill a recog- 
nized gap; it is an effort to respond to what one recent 
writer on intellectual history has characterized as the 
chief need in this field— ''detailed studies of the inter- 
relationship of thought in relatively brief periods of 
time.'" And it addressee itself to the sort of questions 
that the same writer proposes as guides to future inves- 
tigation: 

Do ideas readily cross over (although perhaps in 
disguised form) from one field of thought to an- 
other . . . ? What, if any, are the basic assump- 
tions and presuppositions upon which all or most 
of the intellectuals ultimately agree? How much 
tension exists with respect to these assumptions? 
What are the most significant variations within fhe 
common intellectual framework? * 

So much for the definition of the type of history this 
book exemplifies. It is now time to speak of its con- 
tent— and even before that of its delimitation in space 
and time. The "unit of historical study”— to use 'l oyn- 
bee's phrase— is neither world-wide nor national. Nor is 
it that undefined entity, whose boundaries are never 
clear but in whose spiritual reality most of us believe, 
which we call Western civilization. Nor, finally, is it 
simply Europe. The geographical area of study is Eu- 
rope in the narrower sense— the original “heartland” of 
Western society; France, Germany (including Austria), 
and Italy. 

Why precisely this area? Initially it may be argued 
that from the Empire of Charlemagne to the present 



1. Some Preliminary Observations 13 

six-nation community of “little Europe/' an area ap-* 
proximating the one with which I am dealing has had 
a more intense European consciousness, a more iden- 
tifiable sense of a common culture and common inter- 
ests, than characterized the countries on the West Eu- 
ropean peripheiy. Scandinavia, the Iberian Peninsula, 
the British Isles—tliesc have always seemed less self- 
consciously European than the states of the Conti- 
nental core. And as for Eastern Europe, its participation 
in the family heritage has appeared even more doubtful. 
One has only to recall that speculative philosopheis of 
history as divergent in other respects as Danilevsky, 
Spongier, and Toynbee have been at one in excluding 
Russia and most of the Slavic world from the main 
body of Isuropcan culture. 

Aside from these historical and perhaps excessively 
abstract reasons— -whose further elaboration would take 
us too far afield— in the case of the pre^sent study there 
are more practical considerations dictating a limitation 
to the narrower coinniunitv of the Western and Cen- 
tral European Continent. Its subject matter is general 
social thought in the period roughly from i8go to 1930. 
And more particularly it deals with major innovators. 
In the course of the study I hope to establish that it 
was Germans and Austiians and French and Italians — 
rather than Englishnicn or Americans 01 Russians — 
who in general provided the fund of ideas that has 
come to seem most characteristic of our own time. 
Moreover, they often arrived at strikingly similar the- 
ories within just a few years of each other. Sometimes 
this can be explained by personal friendship and intel- 
lectual exchange. More frequently it looks purely for- 
tuitous: the two thinkers were in fact totally ignorant 
of each other s work. Yet there is more than accident to 
such a concatenation. To a far greater extent than was 
the case on the European periphery, the countries of 
the Western and Central European Continent shared 
institutions and an intellectual heritage— in philosophv, 
in law, and in the structure of higher education— that 
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•presented their leading social thinkers with a similar set 
of problems. And in the generation just preceding the 
First World War these thinkers similarly shared a 
wider experience of psychological malaise: the sense of 
impending doom, of old practices and institutions no 
longer conforming to social realities, which obsessed so 
many Continentals, reached the periphery only in at- 
tenuated form. 

7bis sense of the demise of an old society, coupled 
with an agonizing uncertainty as to what the forms of 
the new society might prove to be, suggests how I came 
to fix the time-span of the study as 1 did. It extends 
through forty years from the fm de siecle to the begin- 
ning of the great depression of the logo’s. It straddles 
the First World War— although the period before the 
war figures more decisively than the one following it. 
The reasons for asciibing some sort of intellectual unity 
to this era will, 1 trust, emerge more fully as the study 
proceeds. Meantime it will perhaps suffice to suggest 
that what we aie after is the initial definition and elab- 
oration of the stales of thought that have come to char- 
acterize our century. We shall find the peculiar pathos 
of the period in its combination of intellectual cicativ- 
itv with a conviction of wliat the Germans call Epigo- 
nentum: the very individuals whose work established 
the guiding patterns of thought for the next fifty years 
were haunted by a sense of living in an age of merely 
derivative philosophv and scholarship.® Particularly 
those who died early had no notion of the enormous 
future influence of what they had written m a state of 
mortal pessimism and self-doubt. 

From another standpoint also, the period under con- 
sideration may be regarded as manifesting in the same 
process the end of one type of intellectual activity and 
the beginning of another. A number of the major fig- 
ures of this era— Freud, Croce, Pareto, to cite three very 
different ones — were builders of great inclusive systems. 
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Yet at the same time they nanowed the range through * 
which such general theorizing might operate and cast 
doubt on the future usefulness of intellectual opera- 
tions of this type. Thus on the one hand they figured 
as the last in the long succession of system-builders de- 
scending from Aristotle. At the same time, by leaving 
their systems open and by passing on to their successors 
fewer solid answers than unproved hypotheses to be 
tested, they introduced an era of specialization in social 
theory' and of concentration on discrete, finite prob- 
lems. Personally they were humanists: they combined 
a philosophical with a scientific education, and they 
drew no clear line of demarcation between literature 
and social science. But by enunciating far more rigor- 
ously than their predecessors the criteria of social re- 
search, they almost necessarily precluded the formation 
of successors in their own image: these speculative, 
widely' ranging minds have educated twh generations of 
microscopic investigators. 

In the shifting, transitional w'orld of ideas in which 
they dwelt, the problem of consciousness early estab- 
lished itself as crucial. Another way of defining their 
intellectual epoch would be to suggest that it was the 
period in which the subjective attitude of the observe! 
of society first tlinisl itself forward m peremptory fash- 
ion—hence the title of this study. I'^arlicr it had com- 
monly been assnnied that this attitude presented no 
serious problem: rationalists and empiricists alike agreed 
on an identity of view between actor and observer in 
the social process, and on assuming this common atti- 
tude to be that postulated by scientific investigation or 
utilitarian ethics. All other standpoints, it had been ar- 
gued, could be dismissed or discounted as intrusions of 
irrelevant emotion.^ Now rather suddenly a number of 
thinkers independently began to wonder whether these 
emotional involvements, far from being merely extrane- 
ous, might not be the central element in the story. By 
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• slow stages of reorientation— and often against their 
original intention— they were led to discover the impor- 
tance of subjective “values” in human behavior. Man 
as an actor in society, they came to see, was seldom de- 
cisively influenced by logical considerations: supra- or 
infra-rational values of one sort or another usually 
guided his conduct. And indeed the scientific observer— 
however much his attitude might diverge from that of 
the actor- was himself in no radically different situa- 
tion: for him also a value-system, however little articu- 
lated, dictated the selection of the problems worthy of 
investigation and thereby prejudiced the nature of their 
solution. 

Thus the various thinkers with whom we shall be 
dealing were all in their different ways striving to com- 
prehend the newly recognized disparity between ex- 
ternal reality and the internal appreciation of that real- 
ity, The study of socictv they gradually came to see as a 
vastly more complicated matter than one of merely fit- 
ting observed data into a structure of human thought 
that was presumed to be universal. Such a “fit,” they 
recognized, was far from automatic: they saw them- 
selves as removed by one further stage from the direct 
confrontation of their materials which earlier thinkers 
had taken for granted. In short, they found themselves 
inserting between the external data and the final intel- 
lectual product an intermediate stage of reflection on 
their own awareness of these data. The result was an 
enormous heightening of intellectual self-consciousness 
— a wholesale re-examination of the presuppositions 
of social thought itself. “Seeing through”— probing in 
depth — these arc the hallmarks of earl) twentieth-ccn- 
tiirv thinking. 

Regaidcd in this fashion, the intellectual labors of 
the forty years from 1890 to 1930 group themselves as a 
series of attempts to solve the specific questions that 
the new awareness of the problematical character of 
social observation had thrust to the fore. Such attempts, 
as wc have just observed, notably raised the general 



1. Some Preliminary Observations 17 

level of intellectual self-consciousness among social in- 
vestigators. But this increase in sophistication also had 
its dangers. In nearly every case, it was to a greater or 
lesser extent self-defeating. The new self-consciousness 
could readily slip into a radical skepticism: from an 
awareness of the subjective character of social thought 
it was an easy step to denying the validity of all such 
thought— or, alternatively, to a desperate resolve to 
“think with the blood.” In evaluating the permanent 
significance of the generation of the 1890's, we need 
constantly to bear in mind the central paradox of their 
achievement: more often than not, their work encour- 
aged an anti-intellectualism to which the vast majority* 
of them were intensely hostile. 

Some of these thinkers never quite realized the im- 
plications of their own theories: they clung tenaciously 
to a set of philosophical presuppositions that their 
thought had long ago outgrown. A second group wel- 
comed the advent of the irrational and sought to 
ground in “intuition” the social philosophy of the fu- 
ture. Finally there were a few thinkers— and I believe 
these were the greatest— who while fighting every step 
of the way to salvage as much as possible of the ration- 
alist heritage decisively shifted the axis of that tradi* 
tion to make room for the new definition of man as 
something more (or less) than a logically calculating 
animal. 

Together these writers constitute what has been 
called a “cluster” of genius.^ \\'hy such a clustering 
should occur in histoiy, why some periods seem to be 
richer in creative minds than others— this is a problem 
for which the historian can offer no satisfactory answer. 
Perhaps the whole thing is simply an illusion of perspec- 
tive: those who look like geniuses to one era may a half- 
century later appear no more than talented jugglers of 
ideas. In any case, from our present vantage-point^ the 
generation of social thinkers who came to maturity 
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in the 1890's bears the mark of major creativity: we 
arc willing to acknowledge as our masters the men 
who established the styles of thought that are still our 
ow'n. 

“The notion of one generation” in history^ “is very 
elastic." But “it corresponds to realities which wc feel 
to be very concrete. . . . There arc . . . some genera- 
tions which are long and some which are short. Only 
observation enables us to perc<i’ive the points at which 
the curve changes its direction." ® Obviously all genera- 
tions are overlapping: all are somewhat arbitrarily de- 
fined. But at the same time they tend to shape their 
’own definitions through common experiences. Around 
such experiences a “clustering" again occurs. Thus in- 
dividuals who have participated in psychologically de- 
cisive events in company with people fifteen years their 
seniors may feci closer to these latter than they do to 
individuals only slightly younger than themselves who 
just missed this great experience: the generations of the 
two world wars are cases in point. In the next^cliapter 
I shall try to suggest the common experience— both so- 
cial and intellectual— that served to define the “genera- 
tion of the 1890's." 

Ill this case we are dealing with a long generation. Its 
period of cicativity covers roughly forty years. And its 
youngest member is twenty-one years younger than its 
oldest. If wc make an exception of Sorcl and Pareto- 
born respectively in 1847 and 1848— who began their 
writing late and tended to associate intellectually with 
men much vouiigcr than themselves, the birth-dates of 
the thinkers with w'hom we arc concerned fall betw'een 
the years 1856 and 1877.^ They cluster most heavily in 

” Marc Bloch: Apologie pour VhistoiTC ou metier dhistorien 
(Paris, 195- ), translated by Peter Putnam as The Historian's 
Craft (New York, 1953), pp. 186-7. 

1S36, Freud; 1858, Durkhciin, Mosca: 1859, Bergson; 1862, 
Meineckc; 1864, Weber; 1865, Trocltscb; 1866, Cioce; 1867, 
Benda, Pirandello; 1868, Alain; 1869, Gide; 1871, Proust; 1873, 
Plaguy; 1873, Jung, Mann; 1876, Michels; 1877, flcsse. Only two 
(Hesse and Jung) aie still living. 
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the late i86o’s. When the new century opened, the 
average age was somewhat over thirty. 

Let us pass in review our dramatis persorue. Obvi- 
ously the towering figure of the era is Sigmund Freud. 
Just behind him in importance comes Max Weber- 
legal scholar, economist, historian, sociologist, philoso- 
pher — a man of enormous intellectual power and versa- 
tility, who barely held together by force of an iron re- 
solve the desperate contradictions that threatened his 
sanity. Perhaps next we should mention Benedetto 
Croce — a thinker of lesser originality, but whose influ- 
ence in his own country, over which for a half-centuiy 
he exercised a kind of literary and philosophical dic- 
tatorship, was without parallel in our time. To him we 
historians owe the most powerful contemporary critique 
of our methods and philosophical presuppositions. On 
the importance of these three there is little serious dis- 
pute. 

Along with them some might rank Emile Durkheim. 
As the other '‘founding father''— besides Weber— of 
contemporary sociology, he obviously deserves our re- 
spectful attention. Yet 1 hope to establish that the pre- 
cepts Durkheim left to posterity were necessarily less 
sharp and original than those of Freud or Weber or 
Croce. His is the classic case of a theorist confined 
within an intellectual structure from which his data 
were constantly escaping. And the same applies to a 
third major sociologist, Vilfredo Pareto. With Pareto 
we reach the level of thinkers about whom opinions 
have always been divided and controversy continues to 
rage. Three others in a similar case are the philosopher 
Henri Bergson, the absolutely unclassifiable Georges 
Sorel, and Freud's errant disciple Carl G. Jung. 

For all of the foregoing, claims to world-shaking sig- 
nificance have at one time or another been seriously ad- 
vanced, and their names continue to figure prominently 
in contemporary discussion. The same is not true of 
men like the political sociologists Gaetano Mosca and 
Robert Michels, the historian Friedrich Meinecke, the 
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theologian Ernst Troeltsch, and the poet and "moral 
ist” Charles Pcguy. Yet their indispensability to oui 
account will, I hope, become apparent as the analysis 
unfolds. In addition to these, certain relatively minor 
writers will figure in a peripheral fashion by way of com- 
parison and reference — notably the French essayists 
Julien Benda and Alain. And a few thinkers of greater 
importance older or younger than the generation of the 
1890’s will appear in the role of precursors or successors 
— among the former the philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, 
among the latter the Marxist theoretician Antonio 
Granisci, the speculative historian Oswald Spengler, the 
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, and the sociologist 
Karl Mannheim. 

Finally six imaginative writers will appear in illustra- 
tive and exemplary guise: Alain-Fournier, Gidc, Proust, 
Mann, Hesse, and Pirandello. Their inclusion may oc- 
casion some surprise. In order to explain it I should en- 
large a little further on what I mean by "general social 
thought.” 

Initially and most emphatically I should expl^n that 
I am not dealing with the technical development of so- 
cial science. Hence I shall not consider thinkers whose 
importance lies chiefly within their own disciplines. 1 
am interested only in ideas that transcend the scope of 
a technical intellectual pursuit and have relevance for 
other fields of knowledge: I shall restrict the study to 
those writings that have contributed to a common store 
of social and moral ideas available to men of a general 
humanistic education. Under this definition, I am ex- 
cluding a large number of individuals coming from 
such diverse fields as economics, anthropology, logic, 
and metaphysics. 

At the other extreme, I do not propose to deal with 
writers intimately and vociferously connected with po- 
litical movements, whether of the Right or of the Left. 
I am interested only in thinkers who aimed at intel- 
lectually elevated and classic formulations, who strove 
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ested or propagandist intention. Some of the figures 
I have selected for consideration— we may think of 
Weber and Mosca— were actively involved in the poli- 
tics of their day. But they at least strove— sometimes 
without success— to keep their scientific and their po- 
lemical writings separate. In any event, I shall deal with 
them primarily in their abstract capacity. And in the 
case of writers like Gramsci or Alain, who were frankly 
spokesmen for political parties, I shall refer only to 
those broader aspects of their writings which shed light 
on the abiding concerns of man in society. Obviously, 
then, the precursors of fascism have no place in this 
study: the reader will find nothing about French and 
Italian nationalism or German racism, however large 
these movements may have loomed in the years just pre- 
ceding and just following the First World War. And 
Marxism will figure rather as a point of departure than 
as a line of thought to be given intrinsic consideration 
in its own right. 

The case for including a limited number of imagina- 
tive writers may appear more questionable. Here again I 
propose to give no intrinsic treatment in an artistic sense. 
I am not writing literary history. But in our century I 
think it is apparent that imaginative literature— and 
more particularly the novel — has come to play a rather 
more serious and self-conscious, role in the enunciation 
of values than was the cas.^ in Ihe two preceding centu- 
ries. On the major novel or play has devolved the task 
of making concrete and thereby mo^'e readily approach- 
able the abstract insights of the philosophers and social 
scientists. Imaginative literature in our time has of course 
done a great deal more than this: it has surrounded 
its depiction of society with a penumbra of symbol and 
suggestion that has resisted explicit categorization. And 
it has not only borrowed from social science: it has fed 
its own discoveries back into social theory in a dense 
interplay of mutual influence.^ When we come in the 

1 In this connection sec Thomas Mann: Freud und die 
Zvkunft (Vienna, 1936), translated by H. T. Lowe-Porter as 
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next to last chapter to discuss the seeping down of ideas 
from the men who originally defined them to broader 
strata of the educated public, the relevance of novel and 
drama will, I think, become more apparent. 

The meaning of '‘general social thought” may still 
not be entirely clear. In terms of a social-science disci- 
pline, sociolog)^ comes closest to what I am talking 
about. "Whereas in an age of liberal ideals philosophy 
best reflected the social and intellectual situation, to- 
day . . . [itj ... is reflected most clearly in the di- 
verse forms of sociology. ' “ But by sociology I do not 
mean the highly specialized and fragmented discipline 
with which we are currently familiar in the United 
States. I mean a more universal social theorizing in the 
tradition of Montesquieu or Marx. This was the notion 
of sociology held by Weber or Durkheim or Pareto. 
However finite the problems to which they might ad- 
dress themselves, what they were really after was the 
over-all structure of society. And it is significant that 
they were all men of broad general education wlw came 
to sociology only after having received their original 
training in other fields. Indeed, in their day formal in- 
stiiictioii in sociology was virtually non-existent, and 
what instruction there was could have helped them 
scarcely at all. 

Within this broadly defined field — which includes be- 
sides sociology ceitain aspects of philosophy, psychol- 
ogic, history, and political theory — wc arc concerned not 
so much with the formal enunciation of concepts as 
with what we may call styles of thought. We are inter- 
ested in establishing as many interrelationships as pos- 
sible among our roster of early twentieth-century think- 
ers. We shall try to penetrate to the essential similarity 
of ideas in cases where their formulation or technical 

“Ficiul and the Future," Essays of Three Decades (New York, 

1947). PP’ 412-15- 

2 Karl Mannheim: Ideology and Utopia, expansion and trans- 
lation of Ideologic und U topic [Bonn, 1929], (London and New 
York, 1936), p. 226. 
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definition— for example, in terms of psychology or in 
terms of ethics— may be quite different. Eventually 
there may emerge a number of common assumptions 
that may be presumed to constitute the intellectual 
‘‘style'' of the era. 

In this focus, the implications of ideas will frequently 
bulk larger than those ideas themselves. I’he under- 
lying, only half-conscious attitudes of the individual 
thinkcis will figure more prominently than their explicit 
foi inula tions. In some cases, where the original termi- 
nology now sounds awkward and dated— Pareto's vo- 
( abulary is a case in point — I shall attempt a broader re- 
definition. In other cases, where problems that loomed 
large at the time now appear relatively trivial, I shall 
suggest a conespoiuling shift of emphasis. In such re- 
interpretations, 1 shall be guided by Croce’s dictum that 
the historian's definition of his problem is necessarily 
and quite properly a reflection of the coficerns of his 
own time. 

Why, the reader may ask, have I chosen to concen- 
trate on individual thinkers rather than to organize the 
study around ideas in themselves? The question is en- 
tirely legitimate and raises one of the most vexing prob- 
lems ill the writing of intellectual history. lurst, I should 
like to explain that the study is by no means simply a 
series of intellectual biographies; a glance at the table 
of contents will show where the analysis of the work of 
individual thinkers fits into a more general conceptual 
structure. Beyond that, however, I think it can be ar- 
gued that charting the vicissitudes of an idea through 
time is a dangerous pastime: at any moment the temp- 
tation to arrange things in a tight pattern without gaps 
or uncertainties may become overpowering. I'o ward 
off such dangers, one must constantly refer to specific 
cases. Only in this fashion can the historical imagina- 
tion be anchored in something approaching reality. The 
individual is, after all, the ultimate unit of historical 
study. Ideas themselves— like “trends," “movements,” 
or “currents” of thought— are merely human construe- 
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tions. An idea does not beget out of its own fullness the 
thought of an individual (although a number of great 
philosophers have imagined so) : an idea has no actual- 
ity until a concrete individual somewhere in time and 
space has produced it from his own mind. 

All of the foregoing may sound lamentably elemen- 
tary. But it is important to be absolutely clear on these 
matters before proceeding any farther. I’he idealist tra- 
dition dies hard. And it is particularly important to put 
myself on record so early because one form of idealism 
will figure in a prominent and sympathetic role in the 
present volume. A study of individuals, then, it will be. 
And it will be a study not of ordinary individuals, but of 
highly superior ones. A moment back, I threw out in 
somewhat cavalier fashion certain ratings of greatness. 
1 hope that the study itself will adequately explain the 
reasons for such a ranking. For one of its by-products 
will be a tentative assessment of what constitutes intel- 
lectual greatness in our time. 

Throughout the study two central problems ^ill oc- 
cupy our attention. In the foreground, as the ostensible 
and more readily comprehensible subject of investiga- 
tion, we shall find the theories of man's purpose — the 
definition of human nature — advanced by the leading 
social thinkers of the early twentieth century. Behind 
it, sometimes only implicit and never satisfactorily 
‘"solved," we shall glimpse the more perplexing question 
of how the human mind can arrive at knowledge of so- 
ciety at all— the age-old epistemological riddle that has 
never before been faced with so much courage and rigor 
as in our own era. 

Such, 1 think, are necessarily the two major concerns 
of general social thought— the mainsprings of human 
activity in its broadest sense and the criteria for the hu- 
man understanding of that activity. “Logico-experi- 
mental" as against irrational behavior, the character of 
individual and group dominance, the sources of social 
cohesion, the nature and function of religious sentiment 
— these and the parallel question of how one goes about 
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explaining them have constituted the familiar obses- 
sions of major speculative minds. Philosophers in par- 
ticular have traditionally regarded them as their special 
preserve. In our own time, however, these questions 
have tended to pass on the one hand into the field of 
social science, on the other hand into that of imagina- 
tive literature— when they have not been neglected al- 
together. In tlie case of the immediate precursors of our 
era— the generation of the 1890's— the major attempts 
at explanation were grounded in epistemology and 
metaphysics and terminated in psychology or sociology. 
Indeed, one useful way of characterizing this group of 
thinkers is as transition figures between philosophy and 
social science. The questions they raised were universal 
and highly speculative: the answers they gave repre- 
sented only that small portion of the total problem area 
that had proved amenable to quasi-scientific treatment. 
Or— on the other horn of the dilemma— "such answers 
remained couched in frankly literary and metaphorical 
language. I’he alternative to social science was litera- 
ture: the two aspects of speculative thought that phi- 
losophy had once held together were now condemned 
to part. 

It must by now be evident that a number of the pro- 
tagonists of the present study have influenced the pre- 
suppositions of the study itself. This duality of function 
is quite intentional. I should not have chosen to write 
about these men at all had I not believed that they 
could help us to a more intelligent consideration of 
man in society. The influence of Croce and Freud and 
Weber will be apparent on nearly every page. The im- 
plicit notion of what constitutes history is basically 
Crocean. Yet it is a Crocean attitude profoundly modi- 
fied by psychoanalytic and sociologi*'al theory— things 
to which Croce himself was temperamentally hostile. 
Here lies an initial contradiction: the danger of falling 
into a flabby eclecticism is all too obvious. Yet I trust 
that I shall successfully surmount it. 
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This consideration leads me to the final duty that the 
conscientious historian of ideas owes to his readers. If 
he is not to palm off his own prejudices in surreptitious 
form under the guise of “objectivity/’ he must explain 
to thern the educational influences and ethical values 
that lie behind his writing. Obviously he does not know 
them all: even the psychoanalyzed are not at home in 
every corner of their own minds. But he should do his 
best to explain what he does kivow. 

In my own case, I might proffer the information that 
while I am American by nationality, my intellectual 
formation has been largely European. Originally it was 
Anglo-French: Cartesian logic, the common sense of 
Locke, the skepticism of Hume were already in the 
background of my education long before I had read a 
line of these philosophers. And I still fall most naturally 
into a “rationalistic” way of thought. But an exposure 
to Germany and to the German idealist tradition came 
early enough in my life to effect a radical change in 
orientation. More recently I have been primarily con- 
cerned with Italy, and the tranquil persuasiveness of 
Croce has been ever with me. Out of these contradic- 
tory influences there has come, 1 hope, some sort of in- 
tellectual balance. A now familiar tension has estab- 
lished itself between a temperamental leaning toward 
the reasonableness and humane ethic of England and 
France and a iccognition of both the heady deceptions 
and the unparalleled critical contribution of German 
philosophy: against my will I have been drawn by his- 
torical study and reflection on mctliod toward a quasi- 
idealist position. Perhaps this precarious balance will 
assure a certain measure of fairness to all parties. Let 
me say in addition that I shall endeavor to keep invidi- 
ous national comparisons completely out of the present 
study: in intellectual history even more than in other 
branches of historical investigation, the play of group 
passions has no proper place. The only fitting attitude 
is that of the cosmopolitan, detached intellectual. 

In this obiter dictum I have already anticipated an- 
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other self-characterization. Throughout the study the 
point of reference, the base line from which the analy- 
sis will proceed, is the Enlightenment of the eighteenth 
century. My own position is quite consciously “eight- 
eenth century.’ I believe that we arc all to a greater or 
lesser extent children of the Enlightenment, and that 
it is from this standpoint that civilized members of 
Western society— the heirs to a humane tradition more 
than two centuries old— almost necessarily judge the po- 
litical and social movements of their own time. 

“More than ever before, it seems to me, the time 
IS . . . ripe for applying . . . self-criticism to the pres- 
ent age, for holding up to it that bright elear mirror 
fashioned by the Enlightenment. . . . The age which 
venerated reason and science as man’s highest faculty 
cannot and must not be lost ... for us. We must find 
a w'ay not only to see that age in its own shape but to 
release again those original forces which brought forth 
and molded” it. This profession of faith by the great- 
est contemporary historian of eighteenth- century phi- 
losophy 1 should like to make my own. And in so doing 
I associate myself with his view of the Enlightenment — 
a view that stresses the open, undogma tic quality of 
most eighteenth-century thought, its flexible use of the 
concept of reason, and its sympathetic understanding 
for “sensibility” and “the p issions.” Thus re-established 
in its original o utlines the philosophy of the Enlighten- 
ment appears far less intellectualistic than as usually 
characterized, and its presumed fondness foi mechanis- 
tic and materialistic explanations and naive faith in 
human progress stand revealed as largely the product of 
subsequent critical distortion.® 

Yet it would be foolish to imply that the critical la- 

3 Ernst Cassirer: Die Philosophie der /.^nhldrung (Tubingen, 
1932), translated by Fritz C. A. Koclln and James P. Pettegrove 
as The Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton, N.},, 1951), 
pp. xi-xii, 1^, 55, 75, qo-2, 104-8, 169; sec also Peter Gay: “The 
Enlightenment in the History of Political Theory/' Political 
Science Quarterly^ LXIX (September 1954) » 374-89. 
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lx)rs of the past two centuries have been in vain— that 
we need do nothing further than to take our stand with 
the Enlightenment. What I mean to suggest, rather, is 
that certain ethical postulates characteristic of the 
eighteenth century— chief among them the insistence, 
where possible, on rational solutions and humane be- 
havior— represent an abiding legacy of overriding im- 
portance; as a guide for intellectuals no subsequently 
enunciated principles have been anywhere near as effec- 
tive. Obviously it is our privilege— and duty— to accept 
as our own the nineteenth- and twenticth-centurv criti- 
cisms that have corrected the epistemology and psy- 
chology of the Enlightenment to the extent that they 
actually were shallow and mechanistic. And after the 
horrors of the past four decades it would be difficult to 
retain the full eighteenth century confidence in man’s 
potentialities for good. Yet as guides to conduct and in- 
tellectual investigation we can reject the principles of 
the Enlightenment only at our peril. 

Here again the presuppositions of the presenUstudy 
reflect the concerns of the study itself. A critique of the 
Enlightenment was one of the central tasks that the 
major social thinkers of the early twentieth century set 
themselves. Sometimes tljc\' did this only implicitly — 
at other times by a highly self-conscious process of nega- 
tion. Yet most of these thinkers were not so hostile to 
the eighteenth century as they have conventionally 
been depicted. "Ehe greatest of them applied “enlight- 
ened" criteria in their judgment of political and social 
phenomena. But they did this with evident embarrass- 
ment. Intellectual fastidiousness and a dislike of high- 
sounding phrases held them back from proclaiming 
their allegiance and made them sound “tougher" than 
they actually were. Only occasionally do they permit us 
to catch a glimpse of the intense moral feeling behind 
the wall of scientific objectivity with which they sought 
to protect their personal sentiments from the gaze of 
the profane. 

Once more our task will be to discover the half-con- 
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scious attitude underlying the explicit theoretical for- 
mulation. And it will be our further responsibility to 
distinguish between different types of criticism of the 
Enlightenment. If the greatest minds of the early twen- 
tieth century, such as Freud and Weber and Croce, 
were actually '‘loyar' critics, some of those of second 
rank may properly be described as “disloyal": Sorel is 
the obvious example. Hence it is important to distin- 
guish between those who in scoffing at the Enlighten- 
ment were consciously attacking the humane values of 
the West, and those who, by probing more deeply the 
problem of human motivation and the structure of so 
ciety, sought to restate that tradition in terms that 
would carr>^ conviction to a skeptical generation. 

Actually much of the presumed aiiti-Eiilightcnment 
feeling of the generation of the 1890’s had a different 
target. The hostility of these thinkers was directed not 
so much against the eighteen tli-centur)^ fradition in its 
original guise as against its late nincteenth-century re- 
incarnation— in travestied form— as the cult of positiv- 
ism. I’hc revolt against positivism will occupy us in the 
next chapter. Meantime it will suffice to say that the 
charge of mechanistic and materialistic thinking so 
often laid to the Enlightenment more properly regards 
the positivist philosophy in its various manifestations, 
hor my own part, I adnii^^ frankly to a distaste for posi- 
tivism: ill this T share the viewpoint of most of the pro- 
tagonists of my study. Yet here ag.ain a corrective is in 
order; a root-and-branch opposition to positivism would 
be ridiculous. The scientific rigor toward which the 
thinkers of this school aimed, their dedication to what 
they fancied to be objective investigation, may still 
command our respect. Indeed in their very failings we 
may discern one of the mainsprings of their achieve 
ments. “It was ptccisely ... its L rh in progress and 
its naive realism . . . which enabled positivism to make 
so many significant contributions." * 


Mannheim: Ideology and Utopia, p. 79. 
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As a counterbalance to the positivist faith in exact 
science, a number of the young thinkers of the iSgo’s 
pioposecl to rely on “intuition/’ What they meant by 
this term varied notably from one to another, as did the 
amount of trust they vested in such a debatable type of 
cognition. The various uses of intuition will figure as 
one of the leading themes of the present study: the 
definition of the term — if a proper definition can ever 
be found— will gradually cmeige from the discussion it- 
self, For it must be apparent that simply to oppose “in- 
tuition” to “reason” as two contradictory (or comple- 
mentary) paths to knowledge offers no real solution to 
the difficulty. It may be that the two are no more than 
different aspects of the same sort of psychological func- 
tioning — that what we call intuition is simply a combi- 
nation of rational and affective processes too minute to 
be identified. While rea.soning is almost wholly con- 
scious, intuitidii is only partially so. Yet intuition is not 
an “unconscious” process in the Freudian sense: it goes 
on ill the area that Freud called the “preconsciou.V’ and 
W^illiam James termed the “fringe of consciousness.” It 
is characterized by a “fusion of intermediate steps” that 
resists precise identification. Of its importance “for all 
normal symbolic creative thinking, whether artistic or 
scientific,” there can be little doubt. It alone “makes 
possible those . . , leaps in art and science by means 
of which the creative process sometimes dons seven- 
league boots.” 

Kven the most sciencc-minded could scarcely object 
to such a characterization. For myself, I confess to more 
than a little tolerance for the intuitive approach— and 
with it, to a conviction of the decisive role of spiritual 
motivations. In this I align myself with most of the 
thinkers about whom I shall be writing; their insistence 
on the radical insufficiency of merely “naturalistic” ex- 
planations of human conduct was the crux of their po- 

^ l.awrciicc S. Kubic: 'Trobicms and Techniques of Psycho- 
analytic Validation and Progress/' Psychoanalysis as Science, 
edited by E. Pumpian-Mindlin (Stanford, Calif., 1952), pp. 50-1. 
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lemic with the generation of their fathers. Yet this in- ' 
sistence only rarely had anything to do with organized 
religion: if Weber and Pareto and Durkheiin were fas- 
cinated by religion, it was not as a manifestation of 
their own faith but rather as a social phenomenon of 
vast importance that their immediate predecessors had 
omitted from their calculations. Hence the new attitude 
toward the spirit was usually expressed in the negative: 
few of the major social thinkers of the early twentieth 
century personally advocated specific spiritual values— 
they simply condemned as shallow the postulates of sci- 
entific and ethical naturalism. In this regard, the genera- 
tion of the 1890’s were far more cautious than their lat- * 
ter-day interpreters. 

The same is true in my own case. I’his negative and 
skeptical attitude may perhaps best be suggested by cit- 
ing one of the most forceful statements of natuialist 
faith to emerge from the imaginative lilerature of the 
years just preceding the outbreak of the hirst World 
War: 

J do not believe that mind and matter are mu- 
tually exclusive entities. The ''souV is a complex 
of psychic phenomena, and the body is a complex 
of organic phenomena. ... I know that my per- 
sonality is but an agglomeration of particles of 
matter^ whose disintegi ation will end it absolutely. 

I believe in universal determinism; that we are 
conditioned by circumstances 1 » all respects. . . . 

Good and Evil are mere arbitrary distinc- 
tions, . . . 

I believe that though all the phenomena of life 
have not yet been analysed^ they will be analysed 
one day, . . .® 

The author of these lines was In'^Hclf profoundly di- 
vided. His novcV as we shall sec in the next to last chap- 
ter, is a key document in the spiritual struggle of the 

® Roger Martin (in Card: Jean Baroh (Paris, 1913), transla- 
tion by Stuart Gilbert (New York, 1949I, pp. 255-6, 
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generation of Europeans who were reaching manhood 
on the eve of the First World War— the generation of 
the sons of those who had come to maturity in the 
1890's. By 1913, such a profession of naturalism sounded 
old-fashioned: a quarter-century earlier it had been the 
dominant popular philosophy. But the generation of 
the 1890's had done no more than to deny the tenets of 
naturalism: they had not affirmed the contrary. They 
were content to dwell in a twilight zone of suspended 
judgment— open to metaphysical possibilities, yet wary 
of dogmatic assertion. I trust that I am not alone among 
the generation of their grandchildren in believing this 
» to be the most valid philosophical position for the stu- 
dent of human society. 
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The Decade of the 1890' s: 
The Revolt against Positivism 


T here are certain periods in history in which a num- 
ber of advanced thinkers, usually working independ- 
ently one of another, have proposed views on human 
conduct so different from those commonly accepted at 
the time— and yet so m^?nifestly interrelated— that to- 
gether they seem to constitute an intellectual revolu- 
tion. The decade of the 1890's was one of such periods. 
In this decade and the one immediately succeeding it, 
the basic assumptions of eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century social thouglit underwent a critical review from 
which there emerged the new assumptions characteris- 
tic of our own time, “A revolution of such magnitude 
in the prevailing empirical interpretations of human so- 
ciety is hardly to be found occuinng within the short 
space of a generation, unless one goes back to about the 
sixteenth century. What is to account for it?" ^ 

^ Talcott Parsons: The Structure of Social Action, second 
edition (Glencoe, 111 ., 1949), p. 5. 
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Nearly all students of the last years of the nineteenth 
century have sensed in some form or other a profound 
psychological change. Yet they have differed markedly 
in the way in which they have expressed their under- 
standing of it. In the older, more aesthetically oriented 
interpretations (we may think of Henry Adams), the 
1890’s figured as the fin de siecle: it was a period of over- 
ripcncss, of perverse and mannered decadence— the end 
of an era. We need not stop to ask ourselves how much 
of this was simply an artistic and literary pose. For our 
present purposes, it is irrelevant: the fin de siecle is a 
backdrop, nothing more. 

Somewhere between an aesthetic and a more intellec- 
tual interpretation, wc might be tempted to character- 
ize the new attitude as neo-romanticism' or neo-mysti- 
cism. This formulation has considerable plausibility. 
Unquestionably the turn toward the subjective that we 
find in so much of the imaginative and speculative writ- 
ing of the quarter-century between 1890 and the First 
World War recalls the aspirations of the originaf Ro- 
manticists. It is not difficult to think of writers who in 
the iSqo’s or early 1900's felt that tlicy were reaching 
back over a half-cciitur\- gap to restore to honor those 
values of the imagination that their immediate prede- 
cessors had scorned and neglected. Il was writers such 
as these who established the cult of Dostoyevsky and 
Nietzsche as the literary heralds of the new era. I’herc is 
a pathetic paradox in the fact that the year of Nie- 
tzsche’s madness— 1889— coincides with the time at 
which his work, after two decades of public neglect, first 
began to find wide acceptance. Again and again in the 
course of the present study wc shall find one or another 
social thinker elaborating more rigorously and system- 
atically the suggestions with regard to unconscious striv- 
ings and heroic minorities which Nietzsche had thrown 
out in fragmentary form. 

Yet to call Nietzsche a neo-romantic is surely mis- 
leading. Any such characterization does less than justice 
to the critical and Socratic elements in his thought. 
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And when it is applied to the social thinkers of the 
early twentieth century, it fits only a very few — and 
these are minor figures like Pcguy and Jung. The truly 
great either were hostile to what they took to be neo- 
romantic tendencies or, like Freud and Weber, sought 
to curb the romanticism they discovered within them- 
selves. Durkhcim was perhaps the most categorical of 
his contemporaries in piotcsting against what he called 
a “renascent mysticism/' but he was not an isolated 
case.- It was rather the “mystic’' Bergson (whom Durk- 
heim may have been aiming at^ who was less typical. 
Indeed, of the major new doctrines of the period, the 
Bergsoniaii metaphysics was unique in having frankly* 
mystical aspects — and even this doctrine was couched so 
far as possible in acceptable philosophic terminology'. It 
was on the “lower” levels of thought, rather— on the 
level of scnnpopnlar agitation— that the nco romantic 
tendencies were to have their greatest effect. And it was 
here that their application to politics eventually pro- 
duced that “betrayal of the intellectuals” which Jnlicn 
Benda assailed with such telling effect three decades 
later. 

If not “romanticism,” will “irrationalism” serve as a 
general description? It is neat, it is frequently used, and 
it at least begins to suggest the real concerns of eaily 
twciiticth-ccnturv social thoiight. Unquestionably the 
major intellectual innovators of the 1890’s were pro- 
foundly interested in the problem of irrational motiva- 
tion in human conduct. They were obsessed, almost in 
toxicated, with a rediscovery of the nonlogical, the 
uncivilized, the inexplicable. But to call them “irration- 
alists” is to fall into a dangeious ambiguity It suggests 
a tolerance or even a preference for the realms of the 
unconscious. The reverse was actuallv the case. The so- 
cial thinkers of the 1890's were concerned with the ir- 

‘ Preface to the first edition of Emile Durkheim- Les Regies 
de la methode sociologique (Paris, 1895), translated from the 
eighth French edition by Sarah A. Solovay and John H. Mueller 
as The Rules of Sociological Method (Chicago, 1938), p xl. 
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* rational only to exorcise it. By probing into it, they 
sought ways to tame it, to canalize it for constructive 
human purposes. Even Sorel, who has often been held 
up as the supreme irrationalist, had as his life's goal the 
enunciation of a political formula that would fit the 
new world of industrial logic and the machine. 

Sorel, Pareto, Durkheini, Freud— all thought of them- 
selves as engineers or technicians, men of science or 
medicine. It is obviously absurd to call them irrational- 
ists in any but the most restricted sense. As a substitute, 
the formula '‘anti-intcllectiialist” has sometimes been 
employed.® This characterization is both flexible and 

•comprehensive. It suggests the revulsion from ideology 
and the a priori, from the abstract thought of the cen- 
tury and a half preceding, which served to unite writers 
otherwise so far apart as Durlcheim and Sorel. It recalls 
the influence and prestige of William James— an influ- 
ence at the saihe time comparable, opposed, and com- 
plementary to that of Nietzsche. '‘Anti-intellectualism," 
then, is virtually equivalent to Jamesian pragmatisfh. It 
offers a satisfactory common denominator for grouping 
a large proportion of the intellectual innovations of the 
1890's. 

Yet it IS at the same time too broad and too narrow. 
It fails to take account of the unrepentant abstraction 
and intcllectualism in the thought of Benedetto Croce 
—or, to take quite a different example, the later elabora- 
tion by Max Weber of social theory in terms of ‘‘ideal 
types.” It suggests, moreover, that the turn from the 
principles of the Enlightenment was more complete 
and decisive than was actually the case. The main at- 
tack against the intellectual heritage of the past was in 
fact on a narrower front. It was directed primarily 
against what the writers of the 1890's chose to call “pos- 
itivism.” By this they did not mean simply the rather 
quaint doctrines associated with the name of Auguste 

^ For example, by Richard Humphrey in his Georges Sorel: 
Prophet without Honor: A Study in anti-Intellectualism (Cam- 
bridge, Mass., 1951). 
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Comte, who had originally coined the term. Nor did 
they mean the social philosophy of Herbert Spencer, 
which was the guise in which positivist thinking was 
most apparent in their own time. They used the word 
in a looser sense to characterize the whole tendency to 
discuss human behavior in terms of analogies drawn 
from natural science. In reacting against it, the inno- 
vators of the 1890's felt that they were rejecting the 
most pervasive intellectual tenet of their time. They be- 
lieved that thc)^ were casting off a spiritual yoke that 
the preceding quarter-century had laid upon them. 

As a preliminary characterization, to speak of the in- 
novations of the iSgo's as a revolt against positivism 
comes closest to what the writers in question actually 
thought that they were about. Yet even this last for- 
mula has its pitfalls. We must be on guard against the 
tendency of someone like Croce to use positivism as a 
philosophic catch all, to embrace under this epithet 
every doctrine for which he had a dislike. We must not 
forget the number of influential thinkers of the period 
—men like Durkheim and Mosca— who remained essen- 
tially in the positivist tradition. And, finally, we must 
take proper account of the others, like h reud, who con- 
tinued to use mechanistic language drawn from the nat- 
ural sciences long after their discoveries had burst the 
framework of their inherited vocabulary. 

How, then, did positivism appea: to the young rebels 
of the 1890’s? To understand c new tendency 111 
thought, we must necessarily look first at what the re- 
volt is directed against, 

I have already suggested that the late nineteenth- 
century critics of positivism did not write of it in any 
very precise terms. Apparently they regarded it as so fa- 
miliar to their readers as not to require identification: 
they thought of it more as a diffused intellectual tend- 
ency than as a specific set of principles. Hence they 
used the word “positivism” almost interchangeably with 
a number of other philosophical doctrines that they 
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regarded with equal disfavor—^materialism/’ “mecha- 
nism/' and “naturalism." To describe the dominant 
tendency in late nineteenth-century thought as ma- 
terialism was obviously a crude simplification. Few 
serious thinkers of any period have been true material- 
ists. Indeed, the individual usually pointed to as the 
nineteenth-century prototype of this attitude — Ludwig 
Feuerbach— was far from being an unqualified material- 
ist,^ “Mechanism," on the other hand, was a rather 
more accurate characterization : it suggested the prestige 
of explanations drawn from the Newtonian physical 
universe and in particular from the recently developed 
field of electricity. Similarly the term “naturalism" 
evoked the biological explanations that had come in- 
creasingly into vogue as the nineteenth centuiy' ad- 
vanced, T his had been notably the case since the tri- 
umph of Darwinism m the i86o’s. 

With Darwinism in its applied or “social" form, we 
come to the ccntial point of intellectual conflict. §ome 
of Darwin’s earliest supporters had beeen followers of 
Auguste Comte, and the second of the high priests of 
positivism, Herbert Spencer, had early rallied to Dar- 
winism, sensing its possibilities as support for his own 
position.® With its Darwinian alliance, the positivist 
way of thinking underwent some curious changes. In its 
original eighteenth -century or Utilitarian form it had 
been an intellectualist philosophy, basing itself on the 
conviction that the problems of man in society were 
readily capable of a rational solution. Under the influ- 
ence of Social Darwinism, however, the positivist creed 
began to shed its rationalist features: “heredity" and 
“environment" replaced conscious, logical choice as the 
main determinants of human action. A Hobbesian state 
of nature (now called “struggle for existence") was sub- 
stituted for decorous social order as the characteristic 

* Franco Lombardi: Ludovico Feuerbach (Florence, 1955), 
pp. 227-45. 

^ Jacques Barzun: Darwin, Marx, Wagner: Critique of a 
Heritage (Boston, 1941), pp. 37-42. 
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view of the relations between man and man. The result 
was a kind of scientific fatalism— the antithesis of the 
buoyantly optimistic attitude that had characterized 
the philosophers of the eighteenth century or the Eng- 
lish Utilitarians of the first part of the century follow- 
ing. The ultimate irony of positivism was that what had 
started as an ultra-intellcctualist doctrine became in 
effect a philosophy of radical anti-intellectualism.® 

Hence in the perspective of a cultural scene domi- 
nated by Social Darwinism, the young thinkers of the 
1890's can be regarded as aiming at precisely the oppo- 
site of what the) have usually been accused of doing. 
Far from being “irrationalists," they were striving to ' 
vindicate the rights of rational inquiry. Alarmed by the 
threat of an iron dctciminism, they were seeking to re- 
store the freely speculating mind to the dignity it had 
enjoyed a century earlier. 

From our present-day vantage point, it is difficult to 
reconstruct in our minds the dominant intellectual 
temper of the 1890's. It is hard for us to conceive how 
men who are almost forgotten today could have wielded 
so much influence in their own time. In Italy, where 
the anti-clericalism of the governing classes reinforced 
the teachings of positivism to cast them in their crudest 
mold, the guardian of the cult was the defrocked priest 
Ardigo. In Germany, wl-orc positnisni ncvei took so 
firm a hold, the physiologist DuBois-Rcyinond pontifi- 
cated at the University of Berlin It was France, per- 
haps, that had produced the most distinguished posi- 
tivist minds; the names of Tainc and Renan mav still 
command our respect as the exponents of a dedicated 
search for precise chains of causation and an ethic of 
dignified, urbane resignation. I'o the generation that 
had giown up under their direct influence, however, 
these teachings appeared rather moie sinister. 'Fainc's 
celebrated precepts — ''virtue and vice are products like 
sugar and vitriol” or “genius ... is a resultant of race, 
milieu, and the [proper] moment” or yet again “nature 
® Parsons: Structure of Social Action, pp. 64, 67, 111-14. 
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and history arc only the unrolling of universal neces- 
sity”-— these dicta, which today strike us as merely ex- 
cessive, then seemed crushing burdens under which the 
youthful imagination felt stifled. Similarly Renan’s 
ultra-civilized relativism acted as an icy bath in which 
ideal values simply dissolved. The novelist Romain Rol- 
land has recalled how as a young lecturer on art and 
music at the Ecolc Normale Supcricurc — the summit of 
the French educational svstem — he and his friends had 
striven for liberation from the prevailing attitude of 
pessimistic skepticism: 

There we were, huddled together in anguish, 
scarcely breathing. . . . Ah! we spent difficult 
yea IS together. Our masters do not suspect the anx- 
ieties with which our youth struggled under their 
shadow! ^ 

It was not only in respect to the life of the mind that 
)Oung men began to feel stifled as the i88o’s drew^to a 
close. In sober truth it had been a stuffy decade. It was 
almost literally in order to breathe more freely that Nie- 
tzsche had withdrawn to his Alpine heights— -aw'ay from 
the smugness, the “philistinism/’ of upper middle-class 
society. In the very character of its decorative arts the 
epoch exuded a sense of heaviness, of material excess, of 
coiifincnient; 

Men of the seventies and eighties . . . were 
filled w'ith a devouring hunger for reality, but they 
had the mistortimc to confuse this witli matter— 
which is but the hollow and deceptive wrapping 
of it. Thus they lived perpetually in a wretched, 
padded, puffed-out world of cotton-wool, card- 
board, and tissue-paper. In all their creations it is 
with the arts of adornment that imagination is con- 

Quoted in the first edition of Daniel Halevy Charles Peguy 
ct Ics Oahieib de la Quinzaine (Pans, 1918), p. 30. 'Phe quota 
tioii h.is been oiintled from the revised version, which has been 
translated into iMiglish. 
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cerncd: with the art of the upholsterer, the confec- 
tioner, the stucco decorator. . . .® 

The quotation is from one of the most imaginative and 
least systematic of cultural historians. But it has deftly 
caught the material background of bourgeois life in the 
i88o’s. 

With the new decade, particularly with its closing 
years, the circumstances, social and political, that had 
earlier inspired a sense of sober confidence began to 
change. Both on the 'iower’’ and on the “higher’' lev- 
els of intellectual activity, doubts arose as to the reign- 
ing philosophy of the upper middle class— the self-satis- 
fied cult of material progress which, in a vulgarized 
sense, could also ])C termed “positivism." After two 
decades of precarious equilibrium, the institutional ar- 
rangements of the major Western European states were 
again brought into question. 7 ’he artificial, contrived 
character of the regimes with winch unification had 
endowed Germany and Italy were revealed by their 
malfunctioning— in the one case by the erratic changes 
in policy that followed the resignation of Bismarck in 
1890, in the other by the social disorders and authori- 
tarian government with which the century came to a 
close. In France the shock of the Dreyfus case acted as 
a stimulus to the re-cxamination of the traditional ide- 
ologies on which both the defenders and the enemies of 
the accused captain had rested their case. 

Social disorder, economic crisis, .ind institutional mal- 
functioning had contributed to the growth of Socialist 
parties and to the spread of Marxist doctrines. The dec- 
ade of the 1890's was to be the great period of expan- 
sion in the history^ of European Socialism. At first sight 
it might seem that Marxism— a critical as opposed to a 
positive philosophy of society— could have offered to 
the intellectual innovators of the 1890's a suitable 
weapon with which to combat the dominant ideology 

® Egon Fncdell: Kulturgeschichte der Neuzeit (Munich, 
1951), translated by Charles Francis Atkinson as A Cultural His- 
tory of the Modern Age (New York, 1932), HI. 299. 
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of the European middle class. Such was, indeed, briefly 
the ease in Italy, under the revivifying influence of the 
lectures of Antonio Labnola at the University of Rome. 
But even here Labiiola’s student Croce was eventually 
impel Jed to arrive at his own critique of Marxist doc- 
trine Basically Marxism was to hgure in the intellectual 
renovation of the 1890’s as an aberrant, and peculiarly 
insiclions, form of the reigning cult of positivism It 
loonu d on the cultural horizon as the last and most 
ambitious of the abstract and pseudoscientific ideolo- 
gies that hid ])evv itched Luiopean intellectuals since 
the carlv eighteenth centurv 

lo conic to terms with Maixism, then, wms the first 
and most obvious task confronting the intellectual in 
noNcitors of the iSgc s Some, like Freud, dealt with 
Mai\ onh b\ miphcation — bv extending social thought 
to new areas unclrcamed of in the socialist ideologies 
Otlms, like Paivto, offered Inglilv skeptical refutations 
ol the central arguments of dialectical inatciialism Still 
othcis, like Ciocc and Soicl, while maintaining *1110 
Marxist tcnninologv, weic to tiansmute it into some 
thing so diffcient from the original intention as to leave 
little standing but a hollow fiamcvvork— within which 
the caiher categories of thought had ceased to be actu 
alities and had become mere svmbols and mcthodologi- 
t il conv niciiee^ 1 mallv, a clceadc later than the rest, 
Max WcIki was to piop(;sc a view of socictv that 
brought Marx ^ economic inc^tivations into a tense and 
polai lelationship to the deepest spiritual values of 
iiiankmd 

This whole task of cultural rc ev dilation, while con- 
cerned vMth common problems, had a different tone 
and chiractci m e^cli of the major national communi 
tics of Western and Cential hurope Of these Ger- 
man) should probablv occupy us first Despite the fact 
that its finest davs of intellectual Icadeisliip were over— 
the great ccntur\ of creation from about 1760 to i860 
had now begun to slip into idealizing memory— Ger- 
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many still held an almost unquestioned position of pre- 
eminence. France might be the nation par excellence of 
artists and novelists, but Germany was the land of 
thinkers and professors. It might be living on its intel- 
lectual capital, but it was still the goal of students from 
all countries in search of solid scientific and historical 
training. Hence in a brief survey of the character of in- 
tellectual communities and intellectual activity m the 
1890’s, Germany quite naturallv takes precedence. 

‘'In all Germany,'’ wrote one of the great survivors of 
the period, in recalling the intellectual atmosphere of 
ins young manhood after a gap of fifty \ears, '‘one can 
detect something new around 1890 not only politically 
but also spiritually and intellectually. . - . Politically 
things were going down; mtcllectuallv thev were going 
up again.” And this levival of spiritual interest ex- 
pressed itself in a “new and deeper longing for what 
was genuine and true” and in a sense for the 

fragmentary and problematic character of modern 
life. . . . Stated in banal terms, the period after 1890 
can at least boast of bcttci taste . . . than what on the 
a\ciage had prevailed” during the two preceding dec- 
ades. ' 

An initial sign of the changed times wvis the appear- 
ance 111 1890 of an anonymous work entitled Rem- 
hraneJt als Erziehci — Rembrandt as educator. The book 
created an unprecedented public furor. More than a 
quarter of a century was to pass before another such 
work would arouse so much general interest— Speng- 
ler’s Decline of the West, w'hich it resembled in its dis- 
orclcrlx display of inisccllancous learning and in its 
“scnqitomatic meaning.’' ^ 

'I he author— later identified as a certain luhus Lang- 
behn— was a classic example of the “half-educated” 
man who declares himself with dogmatic confidence on 

« Fnt'drich Meincckc: Erlebtes 1862-11)01 (Leipzig, 1941), 
pp 1 67-8. 

^ hi list Troeltsch, quoted in Liselottc Voss. Rembrandt als 
Erzieher und seine Bedeutung (Dissertation: n.p., n.d.), p. 71. 
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all subjects. He possessed little more than an artistic 
imagination, a rhetorical flair, and a wide but unsys- 
tematic education. It was characteristic of him that 
shortly after the onset of Nietzsche's madness he had 
appeared at the philosopher's home with the claim that 
he could effect a cure if the patient were left completely 
in his hands.^ 

Langbehn's book offered a grab-bag collection of 
ideas, with no one of them pursued to enough depth to 
weary the inattentive reader. It ranged over ethics, poli- 
tics, science, art. Its conceptual apparatus was never 
clear. Hence it had advanced no farther at its end than 
on its first page (which was also its best). It had simply 
presented an enormous variety of examples from all 
phases of cultural life— some vastly illuminating, some 
questionable, and some merely comic— -to illustrate its 
central thesis tliat Rembrandt deserved to be estab- 
lished as the gifide and culture-symbol for the Germany 
of the future. 

Tliis contention Langbehn supported with a tfior- 
oughly specious vindication of his own. the northwest- 
ern oi niederdexitsch^ element in German life. Such spe- 
cial pleading need not detain us. Yet what rescued the 
book from mere fatuousness and gave it at least a symp- 
tomatic importance was its diagnosis of the German 
cultural situation. Langbehn attacked his own era as an 
age of decline— an age of Alexandrians. It was domi- 
nated, he said, by professors and specialists. "Goethe, 
who is honored by the Germans of today more in the- 
ory than in practice, could not stand people with glasses; 
now. however, Germany is full of people who wear 
glasses either actually or in the spirit." ® More particu- 
larly Langbehn hit out at the cult of natural science 
and its ‘ false objectivity." He saw— rather earlier than 
most— that the revival of cultural creativity in Germany 

2 Walter A. Kaufmann: Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, 
Antichrist (Fnnrcton, N.}., 1950), p 48. 

3 Rembrandt als Erzieher: Von einem Deutschen (Leipzig, 
1890), p. 1. 
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was appearing on the periphery rather than at the cen- * 
ter. And he pleaded for a more philosophical, a more 
synthesizing treatment of knowledge. Most concisely 
he demanded— and in the same breath predicted— a 
turn from an objective to a subjective emphasis in in- 
tellectual and artistic pursuits. 

Langbehn was substantially right when he claimed 
that German intellectual life was dominated by the pro- 
fessors. This was perhaps what distinguished most 
sharply the German intellectual community from that 
of France or Italy. In the German-speaking lands, liter- 
ary amateurs did not enjoy the same respect as in the 
Latin countries: the professors had the field very largely 
to themselves. 

In the iSqo's German professors, besides occupying a 
high social position, were still in the comparatively easy 
financial circumstances that were to last until the First 
World War. Those at the bottom of the academic hier- 
archy might be threatened with starvation (unless they 
came from affluent families, which was usually the 
case), but the holders of university chairs were free of 
financial worries. Their existences were alike hard-work- 
ing and jovial. Beer and wine-drinking, Alpine vacations 
and pilgrimages to Italy, found their proper place in 
lives that were to seem in retrospect both cheerful and 
productive. 

This academic intellectual community was far more 
dispersed than was the case in France. Small university 
towns such as Heidelberg or Gottingen or Bonn figured 
prominently in it. Yet the greatest intellectual center 
was undoubtedly Berlin, both as the national capital 
and as the seat of the university which, although less 
than a century old, was usually conceded to rank first in 
scholarly eminence. Berlin, howo’er, had a somewhat 
ambiguous cultural ring: it suggested not only the free- 
dom of speculation on which the Hohenzollern princes 
—with certain notable lapses— had prided themselves 
since the days of Frederick the Great, but also the ex- 
pectations of a loyal and disciplined intellectual per- 
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formance that had earned for its university faculty the 
nickname of ‘Tirst Guards Regiment of Learning.” * 
And in the late 1890's and early 1900's it seemed in par- 
tial eclipse, at least in the realm of historical studies, 
for which it had won its greatest fame: the philosopher 
of history Wilhelm Dilthey was still teaching, but the 
great modern historians Ranke and Droysen had died 
in the mid-1880's, followed by Sybtl and Treitschke a 
decade later. 

In implicit opposition to Berlin, the southern capital 
of Munich seemed raffish and Bohemian. It was known 
as a city of painters and creative writers, of French in- 
fluence, and of a teasing esprit frondeur. In the prevail- 
ing humorlcssness of Wilhelminian Germany, the Mu- 
nich review Simpliztssimus was almost the only voice of 
irony and satire. Aggressively individualistic in tone, it 
not only mocked established institutions but also acted 
as the ‘'organ 6f Impressionist culture” and the “Im- 
pressionist style of life.” It was no accident that tjie 
young Thomas Mann — like many another refugee from 
the unsympathetic north— just after the turn of the cen- 
tim should have settled in Munich and associated him- 
self with Simplizisshmio^ 

Yet in the sense of intellectual, as opposed to artistic 
leadership, Munich possessed fewer major figures than 
some of the smaller cities of the southwest. We may 
mention the university towns of Heidelberg and Frei- 
burg— and along with them the Alsatian cit>^ of Strass- 
burg (then in German hands) and Basel, just over the 
border in Switzerland, over whose patrician cultural life 
the aged Jacob Burckhardt presided until his death in 
1897. T hese together formed a kind of “cultural prov- 
ince of the upper Rhine.” With Berlin living on its rep- 
utation, the universities of the southwest began to bulk 
larger on the German intellectual horizon. Here there 

* Friedrich Mcinecke. Strassburg/Freiburg/BeTlin 1901—1919; 
Erinnerungen (Stuttgart, 1949). p. 14 <5. 

® Arnold Bauer: Thomas Matin und die Krise der burger- 
lichen Kultur (Berlin, 1946), pp, 17, 20-1. 
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settled a number of young scholars with fresh ideas— ' 
philosophers, historians, and sociologists who were try- 
ing '‘to bring art and science into inner alliance/’ In- 
deed, people spoke of a “southwest German philos- 
ophy,” of a markedly anti-positivist character, when 
they coupled the names of Wilhelm Windelband and 
his student Heinrich Rickert: Windelband’s rectoral 
address at the University of Strassburg in 1894 sounded 
to his contemporaries like a “declaration of war against 
positivism.” With these philosophers, the young scholar 
who was to rank as the most influential historian of 
twentieth -century Germany, Friedrich Mcinccke, found 
himself in spiiitual communion. And he also felt that 
he was pulling “in the same harness” with Max Weber 
— like himself a Berliner transplanted to the upper 
Rhine. From Weber paths of association led to Ernst 
Trocltsch, who was to share with him a house in Heidel- 
berg in the years just before the First World War.® 

Not all of these scholars remained permanently in 
the southwest. Weber, indeed, spent his whole mature 
intellectual life there, chiefly in Heidelberg, but also 
for brief periods at the beginning and end of his aca- 
demic career, in Freiburg and Munich. Meinecke would 
have been content to do the same; he felt in his ele- 
ment in the southwest, first in Strassburg and later in 
Freiburg. But the call to a chair in Berlin was some- 
thing that practically no German scholar could resist- 
least of all one like Meinecke whose entire youth had 
been passed in the capital. Just as I:he war was breaking, 
out he moved back to the north, followed a year later 
by Troeltsch, whose close friend he was to become dur- 
ing the war years. 

The southwest, however, had left its mark upon 
them. Even a loyal Prussian and Berliner could never 
be quite the same again after he had dwelt for a while 
in the cultural province of the upper Rhine. For in this 
region of Germany which was closest, both geographi- 

• Meinecke: Strassburg/ Freiburg/ Berlin, pp. 48-51, 102. 
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* cally and culturally, to France, they had breathed an 
atmosphere of gentle and tolerant liberalism. Heidel- 
berg and Freiburg were both within the jurisdiction of 
the Grand Duchy of Baden— and Baden, which was 
governed in almost British fashion as a parliamentary 
democracy, ranked as the most '"enlightened" of the 
German states, the alternative model to Prussia. The 
Baden ruling house took pride in its two great univer- 
sities: the state government supervised their faculties 
in a sympathetic and understanding fashion.^ It is 
worth recalling that when at the very end of the war 
Germany undertook its brief experiment in parliamen- 
tary monarchy, a prince of the house of Baden was 
named chancellor. 

There was another influence in the southwest that 
was to change the mental orientation of transplanted 
Prussians. In the gray political landscape of the Wil- 
helminian era, in which leaders of any personal stature 
seemed almost totally lacking, one figure alone caught 
the imagination of the younger scholars. Pastor Friei 
rich Naumann was both a Wiirttemberg liberal and a 
German patriot. As a politician he was calamitously un- 
successful: he failed in his effort to build a new party 
that would unite Germans of good will by cutting 
across the old political and class cleavages. But as a 
personal force, a man of rectitude and social vision, he 
drew into his orbit men like Weber and Meinecke who 
were seeking a way out of the political impasse into 
which Germany had blundered. 

To us today Naumann's program may seem hope- 
lessly contradictory: he wanted to reconcile nationalism 
and socialism, and these in turn with political democ- 
racy. But in these very contradictions we may discern 
the central dilemmas with which liberal-minded Ger- 
man intellectuals were struggling in the pre-war years. 

^ As, for example, in the case of Max Weber's severe depres- 
sion and withdrawal from active teaching. See Marianne Weber: 
Max Weber: Em Lebensbild, new edition (Heidelberg, 1950), 
pp. 277, 299. 
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Nearly all of them were unquestioning patriots. The 
advancement of Germany’s national strength they ac- 
cepted as dogma. Their fathers’ generation had acqui- 
esced without protest or even with enthusiasm in the 
solution that Bismarck had given to the problem of 
German unity, with its implied sacrifice of liberal to 
national values. This was the atmosphere in which men 
like Weber and Meinecke had grown up: both of them 
during their younger days had been sufficiently con- 
formist to join student dueling fraternities. It was only 
with the greatest reluctance that they could pass into 
even qualified opposition to the dominant values of 
their society. 

Yet this w'as what was eventually to happen under 
the pressure of external events— and of residence in the 
southwest. All three of the chief German protagonists 
of this study— Weber the earliest and most decisively, 
Meinecke only hesitantly, Trocltsch noN until the war 
years— were to cross the invisible barricade that sepa- 
rated the opponents from the supporters of the regime. 
And they did it with the deepest sorrow, driven against 
their will by the irresponsible behavior of the young 
Empcior, the calamitous mistakes in foreign policy, the 
unyielding resistance to democratization of the consti- 
tutions of Prussia and of the Reich. These things added 
up in their minds to evidence of an incurable idiocy on 
the part of Germany’s ruling classes. With each year of 
postponed reform, they felt the ch.mces growing dim- 
mer of saving their country from a n ajor catastrophe. 

Already well before the outbreak of the world con- 
flict, then, the ground was prepared for that concerted 
political attack on the part of liberal German intellec- 
tuals which was to culminate after the war in the foun- 
dation of the Democratic party. This effort will appear 
in its proper place toward the close of the study. k"or 
the present it is sufficient to note that the German in- 
tellectual of the Wilhelminian era was in a peculiarly 
ambiguous relationship to his own political and social 
milieu. The polarity between the attractions of Berlin 



50 CoTtsciousness and Society 

and those of the southwest was paralleled by a tension 
between political acceptance and opposition. Nearly all 
the more distinguished intellectuals found something 
repellent about the social atmosphere of Wilhelminian 
Germany — its bragging, its parvenu vulgarity, and the 
obsequiousness that they termed ‘'Byzantinism.'' Yet at 
the same time they were tied by countless threads to 
the ruling powers within that society. As professors, 
they were firmly anchored in the upper middle class and 
were frequently state functionaries of a government — 
like that of Prussia — of whose constitution they thor- 
ough!)' disapproved. 

Thus despite the seriousness of their scholarship and 
the dignity of their personal situation, the German pro- 
fessors were the prisoners of their own exalted station. 
The public treated them with a respect and followed 
their abstract debates with a passionate interest that 
may strike us as little short of miraculous, but, like 
most of the state government that employed them, it 
expected of its professors a thoroughly conformist atti- 
tude toward the national community. And the profes- 
sors were not too loath to conform : some of them might 
ciiticize with violence the internal character of the re- 
gime, but in the realm of foreign policy virtually all 
remained within the nationalist frame. Most of them 
were only dimly aware of these inconsistencies. Weber 
alone, perhaps, possessed the intellectual ruthlessness 
to expose the situation w'ith stark clarity. Moreover, 
since for the greater part of his academic career he held 
only an honorary professorship and did no teaching, he 
enjoyed an unusual measure of personal independence. 
In his own national emphasis, Weber never wavered. 
Yet he was sufficiently honest to recognize the pious 
shams of German university life— that it was idle to talk 
of true academic freedom in a situation where Georg 
Simmel as a Jew and Robert Michels as a Socialist were 
systematically excluded from university chairs.® 


* Ibid., pp. 360, 395-6. 
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Both spiritually and in practical terms, the creative 
writers were less dependent on the support of society. 
With them we encounter most forcibly that situation 
on the periphery of national life, that “unseasonable- 
ness/’ on which Nietzsche had insisted. Thomas Mann 
came from the Baltic seaport of Liibeck, the only one 
of the three remaining free cities which had failed to 
adjust to the world of industrialism. He had grown up 
among the patrician archaisms of Buddenbrooksy his 
first novel. From the archaic his path led to the ayant- 
gdrdc— from Liibeck to Munich. Yet he at least re- 
mained within the national community. With Her- 
mann Hesse, the artist’s sense of alienation from his 
society was still more radical. Even before the outbreak 
of the war, disgusted and frightened by the prevailing 
militarism, he h.ul left his own country for lifelong ex- 
ile in Switzerland. T wo decades before most intellec- 
tuals awoke to their peril, he had sensed tht radical evil 
in German life that lu the 1930’s was to drive thousands 
of them into headlong flight. 

From 1890 to 1914, then, we can detect in Germany 
two complementary and contradictory processes— a cul- 
tural revival and the beginnings of a “secession of the 
intellectuals.” The tension between the two was to give 
a character of painful self-searching to German intel- 
lectual life in its most critical quarter-century. 

In the case of the Vienna of Sigmund Freud, the 
temptation is almost irresistible to link up the work of 
the founder of psychoanalysis \^ith some of the more 
obvious and celebrated features of the Austrian capital. 
Indeed, Freud’s concern with the sexual and psycho- 
pathic has not infrequently been ascribed to the char- 
acter of life in the Vienna of his day. This character 
was presumably embodied in the combination of charm 
and erotic “decadence” that we find in the theater of 
Arthur Schnitzler. 

The Viennese of the 1890’s and early 1900’s certainly 
enjoyed Schnitzler’s plays — as they appreciated the po- 
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etry of Hugo von Hofmannsthal and the music of 
Gustav Mahler, But the city of Schnitzler or Hofmanns- 
thal or Mahler was not precisely Freud’s Vienna. It is 
true that he came into personal contact with two of 
these figures: from 1906 on, he occasionallv corre- 
sponded with Schnitzler, whom he greatly admired and 
in whom he found an “uncanny"’ reflection of his own 
interests; and in 1910, just one year before Mahler's 
death, Freud gave the composer a sensationally brief 
(and successful) treatment for a temporary obsessional 
neurosis.® These, however, were isolated events in a busy 
professional life. Freud was thoroughly unmusical, and 
in his youth, at least, his taste ran more to the classics 
than to the literature of his own day. Moreover, the 
type of life he led kept him out of the main current of 
self-consciously “advanced” culture. Rather than being 
an intellectual in the conventional sense, P’rcucl was a 
medical man and an inordinatclv hard-working one. It 
was only in the latter part of his life that he formed 
friendships with such leading novelists as Ilenniftin 
Hesse, I'homas Mann, Romam Rolland, and Arnold 
Zweig. Earlier his personal associations had been al- 
most exclusively with physicians like himself — most of 
them Jewish — or with members of the Jewish lodge to 
which he belonged. Tlis patients, furthermore, were not 
altogether typical of Viennese society: a large number 
of them were foicigners from Eastern Europe. 

I’hc disabilities under which Freud laboicd as a Jcw\ 
more particularly the official prejudice that delayed for 
years his appointment to a professorship at the Univer- 
sity, further suggest one of the least attractive features 
of the Vienna of his day. The antagonism among na- 
tionalities and classes characteristic of the last decades 
of the Austrian empire reached its sharpest form in the 
popular anti-Semitism of the Vienna streets: the citv of 
Freud's maturity was also the Vienna of Hitler's youth. 

® Ernest Jones- The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, II: 
Years of Maturity 1901-1919 (New York, 19 <55), pp. 79-80; III: 
The Last Phase 1919-1939 (New York, 1957), pp. 84, 443-4. 
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Hence we can understand the former’s dislike of his 
home city and his constant longing to escape to the 
more liberal atmosphere of England— a wish that was 
to be granted under tragic circumstances one year be- 
fore his death. 

It would be wrong, however, to leave the impression 
that the intellectual resources of the Austrian Empire 
in its last phase were confined to the circle around Sig- 
mund Freud or to the literary and musical world of 
Vienna. Austria might have little cultural cohesion— its 
leading citizens tended to be hostile to the more uncon- 
ventional varieties of social speculation— but the ver\' 
antagonisms within its socich' gave a special variety and 
excitement to its intellectual products. At its best, the 
Austrian Empire served as a link between the Ger- 
manic and the Slavic worlds. In the years just prior to 
the First World War, the bilingual city of Prague shel- 
tered both the Slavic cultural studies of the future 
Czechoslovak president Thomas Masaryk and the tor- 
mented imaginings of that young master of German 
prose, Franz Kafka. Soniew^hat earlier it had been the 
home of the physicist Ernst Mach — the most influential 
contemporary philosopher of science. When in the 
mid-i 890’s Mach moved to Vienna, Ins scientific career 
was nearly over. But his influence was subsequently to 
manifest itself in a renewal of philosophical inquiry 
that had Vienna as its center. Mach was the last and 
most sophisticated product of ninetec»Uh-century posi- 
tivism. It was fitting that the city in which he spent his 
old age should have given its name to the post-war 
movement in philosophy that once again made the 
word ‘‘positivist” a term of honor rather than reproach. 

When we look at French intellectual life in contrast 
to that of Germany, we can scarcely fail to be struck by 
two notable differences — the centralization of cultural 
activities, and the comparatively favorable attitude of 
the more critically minded intellectuals toward their 
own national government. 



54 Consciousness and Society 

Perhaps these two things have something to do with 
the fact that while there are more Frenchmen than 
Germans in our dramatis personce, we find among them 
no giants on the model of Weber or Freud. The ex- 
ternal circumstances of French life in the 1890’s and 
early 1900's were favorable to the life of the mind— per- 
haps more favorable than those of any other European 
country. But in a sense they were too satisfactory. In a 
situation in which official pressure and provincial isola- 
tion did not, as in Germany, act as serious hindrances 
to thought, the intellectual was thrown less on his own 
devices. He felt supported and encouraged both by the 
liberal attitude of the state and by the companionship 
of his peers. Hence the lonely genius was a less charac- 
teristic cultural product in France than in Germany. 
By the same token, the two French “moralists" of the 
early twentieth century who came closest to that image, 
Sorel and Ptguy, were both self-consciously provincial. 
And even these two did not work in true isolation: they 
lived in Paris, they were members of rcgul^ly consti- 
tuted intellectual circles, and for more than a decade 
they enjoyed each other's friendship. 

The unique, the overpowering position of Paris in 
French cultural life is a fact that has often been de- 
plored by the French themselves. Already in the 1890's 
conservatives and admirers of local tradition were ar- 
guing that the concentration of talent in the capital, 
far from maximizing PVance's cultural assets, actually 
reduced them: cut off from the childhood associates 
among whom they might otherwise have risen to a po- 
sition of natural leadership, the young intellectuals who 
congregated in Paris simply got in each others' way and 
wasted their substance in the sterile debates of literary 
coteries. Maurice Barres's novel Les Ddracines — the up- 
rooted— published in 1897, persuasive voice to this 
argument from the standpoint of a provincial national- 
ist. And, a decade later, from the other end of the po- 
litical spectrum, the essays of Alain were to convey an 
equally passionate protest from the countless small 
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cities of France against the overweening pretensions of 
the capital. 

Yet this concentration of talent had its obvious ad- 
vantages. In a situation in which every writer who 
counted was presumed, more or less, to know everyone 
else, intellectual life attained to a pace, an excitement, 
a vitality that were lacking in Germany or Italy. Public 
and semi-public discussion of ideas in the columns of 
reviews or across the tables of cafes ranked as a genuine 
source of enlightenment. And it was no mere conven- 
tion that the leading intellectuals knew each other. We 
have seen that Sorel and Peguy were good friends. They 
in turn regarded themselves, somewhat at a distance it 
is true, as disciples of Bergson. And through the good 
offices of Daniel Halcvy— one of those litteratevrs of 
lesser rank who perform the indispensable functions of 
clarifiers and go-betweens— they were linked to the lit- 
erary world of Gide and the Nouvelle Rente Frangaise. 

Some of these intellectual friendships dated back to 
school days in one or another of the famous Parisian 
lycees. But only about half of the writers we are con- 
sidering were Parisians by birth. Actually the most usual 
place in which lifetime associations were formed was 
that unique French institution of higher learning, the 
Ecole Normalc Superieure. Placed above and outside 
the University of Paris, this extraordinary school was 
intended to train the Lust minds of the nation for hu- 
manistic teaching in the higher educational system. Its 
students were selected by rigorous competitive examina- 
tions. And, in contrast to the usual situation in Conti- 
nental universities, they lived and ate together in an 
ideal setting for intense intellectual exchange. 

The method of recruitment of this future educational 
dite was intentionally democratic. In France, no less 
than in Germany, in practice very few individuals who 
were not of middle-class origin succeeded in breaking 
into the cultural stratosphere. But in France the the- 
ory at least was democratic, which in Germany it was 
not. This difference says a good deal about the attitude 
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of the French state toward intellectual life, and helps 
suggest why the intellectuals themselves were less dis- 
satisfied with their government than was the case in 
Germany after 1890. 

Every one of the French protagonists of this study 
was in some sense or other a republican. Only Durk- 
heim, perhaps, was enthusiastic about the institutions 
under which he lived, but all the others endorsed with 
greater or less qualification the Republic and political 
democracy. (Sorers apostasy came only after the turn 
of the century.) When in the late 1890’s, in the tumults 
of the Dreyfus case, the very existence of the Republic 
seemed threatened, they all rallied to its defense. It may 
be objected in this connection that at the turn of the 
century royalism and other forms of anti-republican 
activity were fashionable in French literaiy circles: in 
the Dreyfus case the intellectuals were almost evenly 
divided. Bu^the anti-Dreyfusard writers were in general 
those of lesser rank— novelists like Barres and Bourget 
whose reputations have not stood the passage of time, 
and the more conventional sort of university professors. 
The great and sensitive minds in the field of social 
thought w^crc without exception Drcyfiisards. 

It is also relevant to recall that what gave the affaire 
its particular vehemence w'as the fact that Captain 
Dreyfus was a Jew\ It is difficult, indeed impossible, to 
imagine a Dre^^fus case in the Germany of the same 
period. In the fiist place, no German Jew had the re- 
motest chance of becoming, like Dreyfus in France, a 
member of the Army General Staff. Beyond this, the 
attitude toward the Jews of liberal-minded German in- 
tellectuals was more ambiguous than that of their 
French counterparts: men like Weber and Meineckc 
opposed the conventional anti-Semitism of the German 
upper classes, but they qualified their opposition in a 
fashion that in P'rance would have been quite unaccept- 
able. In the country of Voltaire, an attitude of doctri- 
naire ‘"enlightenment” was the rule rather than the ex- 
ception. At Normale, a former student recalled: “We 
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had always lived with our Jewish comrades in the same 
intimacy as with those who were Christians; it did not 
enter our heads that they could be different from us; 
and the idea that a man should have to suffer for his 
religion and his race seemed intolerable to us/' ^ 

Of the French protagonists of this study, three— 
Bergson, Benda, and Durkheim— were of Jewish origin, 
and Proust had one Jewish parent. This high proportion 
suggests the extent of the assimilation and participation 
of the Jews in French intellectual life. But it would be 
wrong to imply that there was anything approaching a 
Jewish cohesivencss in cultural circles— as the anti- 
Semites were wont to assert. A certain number of Jews, 
it is true, after the tuin of the century congregated 
about Peguy and his curious periodical, the Cahiers de 
la Quinzaine, But it was more usual to find Jewish in- 
tellectuals scattered m diffeient coteries and sometimes 
in strong opposition: Bergson's most perftistent oppo- 
nent was his co-religionist Julien Benda, who conducted 
against him a personal vendetta extending over more 
than forty vears.^ 

In this connection it is instructive to observe the 
parallel careers of Bergson and Durkheim, both of 
whom eventually attained the highest academic honors 
in the award of the French state. As Jews, they came 
from quite different backgrounds. Bergson was thor- 
oughly assimilated: th son of a prosperous Parisian 
couple of Polish origin, he had attended one of the 
most respectable of the city's ly^ees, Durkheim, on the 
contrary, was the son of a rabbi from Alsace— where 
more Germanic conditions prevailed. Born one year 
apart, they met at the Ecole Normalc Supericure: Berg- 

1 J6r6mc and Jean Tharaiid- Notre Cher Peguy (Pans, 1Q26), 

b 134- 

- Besides writing two books directed spccibcaily against Berg- 
son {Le Bergsoni^me, ou une philos( de la mobilite fP.uis, 
1QJ2] and Sur le Succes du hergsonisrue [Pans, 1914]), Benda 
dealt extensively with the Bergsonian philosophy in at least four 
of his other works. See Robert J. Niess: Julien Benda (Ann Arbor, 
Mich., 1956), pp 95-143. 
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son (although he was the younger) arrived in 1878, 
and Durkheim a year later. Yet they never seem to have 
become very well acquainted. Both enjoyed the repu- 
tation of being coldly intellectualist. We have a glimpse 
of the disputatious Durkheim shouting logical riddles 
from the head of the stairs, and of Bergson taking ad- 
vantage of his position as an assistant librarian to with- 
draw from the noisy disputes and gaiety of his fellow- 
students, Once when a pile of books was lying on the 
floor, one of Bergson’s teachers turned to him with the 
reproach: *'Yoiir librarian’s soul must suffer”— to which 
his fellow-students answered in chorus: ''He has no 
soul”— a strange commentary on the youth of the man 
who was to do more than any other twentieth-century 
figure to restore to philosophy the notion of spiritual 
values! ® 

Both Bergson and Durkheim received major teaching 
chairs in Paris. One was to rank as the philosopher, the 
other as the sociologist, of early twentieth-century 
France. Yet they were at the two extreme poles of in- 
tuitionism and residual positivism in the iiitellectiial 
critique of the 1890’s. Their careers suggest the extent 
of divergence within one or two commonly held as- 
sumptions that characterized not only the French Jews 
blit French intellectual life as a whole in the first decade 
and a half of our century. 

The Republic, then, was not only acceptable. On oc- 
casion it even seemed worth defending with some ve- 
hemence. And this was particularly true of the Jews, to 
whom the word "equality” in the national motto meant 
more than an empty symbol.* For them republican pa- 
triotism was a natural product of profound gratitude: 
the accusers of Captain Dreyfus committed a catas- 
trophic error in imagining that he could possibly betray 
his country. Indeed, among French intellectuals as a 

3 Jacques Chevalier: Bergson, revised edition (Paris, 1948), 
PP 42“5- 

* Julien Benda* La Jeunesse (Tun clerc (Paris, 1936), pp. 
36-42. 
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whole patriotism was a natural, almost instinctive emo- 
tion, less talked about than in Germany because it was 
taken more for granted. There was a certain innocence 
about the unquestioning national loyalty of the French: 
it had little of that aggressive, hyper-tense quality of 
the “demonic” that the more sensitive Germans feared 
even as they detected it in their own souls. The pa- 
triotism of a P6guy— the most “nationalist” of our sam- 
ple — was that of a peasant tenaciously defending his 
soil. 

By the same token, the French intellectuals were not 
even remotely tempted to renounce their national alle- 
giance. The self-exile of Remain Rolland during the 
First World War remained a unique phenomenon. 
The French writer or scholar simply assumed that his 
countr}' was the center of the civilized world, as its lan- 
guage was the most perfect vehicle for intellectual com- 
munication. He could not imagine how was possible 
to live anyvdiere else— just as he could not conceive of 
permanent residence away from Paris. Andre Gide com- 
plained all his life of the climate and distractions of the 
capital— but he never succeeded in breaking away from 
it. Similarly someone like Benda who untiringly de- 
nounced the corrupting influence of Parisian coteries 
had been himself deeply involved in salon life. To the 
French intellectual the stimulation of his fellows was a 
necessity of life, Tak. him away from Paris, and he 
would perish 

What were the new inten '^ts that were agitating 
these writers as the decade of the 1890’s wore on? "I’he 
great influence of Nietzsche still lay in the future: only 
at the end of the century would a significant number 
of young Frenchmen became professed Nietzscheans.'^ 
Yet already in France, as in Germany, there was a grow- 
ing awareness of the things of the spirit: the teaching of 
the philosopher Emile Bontroux and later of Bergson 
himself, at the Ecole Normale Superieure worked in 

® Genevieve Bianquis: Nietzsche en France (Paris, 1929), pp. 
13-15 
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this direction. Among the normaliens, however, the 
strongest influence did not come from the faculty at all, 
but from Lucien Herr, the librarian of the school during 
the critical decades after 1886. 

Lucien Herr is one of the most curious figures in the 
intellectual history of France. Although he never wrote 
a line that counted, he deserves to figure in an impor- 
tant capacity in any survey of ideas at the turn of the 
century. An Alsatian, like Durkheim, and apparently 
marked out for a brilliant intellectual career, he had 
surprised his contemporaries by fixing on the modest 
position of librarian. 

It was the job he w'anted and he settled down to 
it. . . . There, invariably seated at his imposing 
desk, he watched the groups of young men go 
by. ... lie supplied them with reading matter 
and laid his own immense scholarship at their serv- 
ice. . . .lie won respect by his spiritual as well as 
his physical stature, equally exalted and excel- 
lent. . . . Lucien Herr was born to serve a^church 
and to propagate a faith. ... A good Catholic 
... by origin , . . , he had given it all up . . . 
and . . . put his name down for the Socialist 
Parly. This throw's some light on his choice of a 
career.” 

As a young man of thirty, Lucien Herr, stubborn Al- 
satian that he was, had seen that the library' of the 
Ecole Nonnale Superieine offered the most strategic 
spot in France from which to make distinguished con- 
verts to Socialism. And in this self-chosen mission he 
proved spectacularly successful. The greatest of the con- 
versions to Socialism, however, just preceded Herr's ar- 
rival—that of the future “tribune" Jean Jaures. Noisy, 
affable, self-confident, and intellectual facile, Jauri:s 

® Daniel Hal^vy: Peguy and Les Cahiers de la Quinzainc 
(translation by Ruth Bethcll of the revised version, published in 
France in 1940, of Halevy's Charles P^guy et les Cahiers de la 
Quinzaine) (London, 1946), p. 31. 
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was the acknowledged chief of the '"pTomotion” of 
1878, which was also Bergson’s class/ In the competi- 
tive examination for the agregation in philosophy three 
years later, Jaures felt himself ''dishonored” to rank 
third— after Bergson, who placed second, and the now 
unknown figure that came in first. Jaures was a south- 
crnei who had matured eariv and early marked out his 
course in life: to his more timid classmates, it seemed 
natural to follow where he had given the lead. 

Subsccjuently. when he was already an influential 
young politician and professor, Jaures would return to 
his student haunts and, in afternoon gatherings around 
Herr’s desk, reinforce the precepts of the librarian, lire 
combined pressure of two such different temperaments 
must have beer? overwhelming. We should bear it in 
mind when we recall the near unanimity with which 
the noTmahens aligned themselves behind Captain 
Dreyfus at the end of the decade/ • 

The sequel, however, was to be less attractive. ITie 
triumph of the Dreyfusards was their undoing. With 
the exploitation of the victory of the republican Left, 
a grow'jng disillusionment gripped the consciences of 
the intellectuals — now entering middle age— who had 
fought the good fight for what they took to be abstract 
justice. Defense of the Republic, party Socialism — these 
things to which thev had given the bc^st energies of 
their vouth now set,nicd tarnished. Many of them 
turned away from Socialism — some even, like Sorel, to 
a denial of democracy itself. A 'id at the same time the 
conservatives who had lost the ideological battle began 
to find new and more attractive grounds from which 
to make their appeal to traditional values. At the turn 
of the century these things still lay in the future. 
We shall consider them more fully when toward the 
end of the study we encounter the new ^'generation of 
1905/’ 

^ “Promotions" at Normale were dated by the year of arrival 
rather than of graduation. 

® Tharand: F^guy, I, 91, 97-8U 
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In Italy it is not possible to detect the same sort of 
large, influential intellectual community as existed in 
France and Germany. For much of Italy was still too 
provincial, and its educated stratum was not suSiciently 
broad, to support universities and reviews of a caliber 
similar to the German or the French. Nor was Rome, 
far from being a Paris, even on a par with Berlin. Italy, 
like Germany, still reflected in the scattering of its in- 
tellectual life the disunity of its past. And, as opposed 
to Germany, the center of administration was by no 
means the intellectual capital. Rome in 1890 was still 
a city of priests, tourists, and civil servants. Turin, Mi- 
lan, Florence — above all, Naples— the great regional 
capitals still thought of themselves as culturally superior 
to Rome. And it was true that the most lively intellec- 
tual activity frequently manifested itself in local group- 
ings of individuals with like interests, such as the Flor- 
entine Academy of the Georgofili to which Pareto 
belonged from the mid-seventies to the mid-nineties 
and the circle of Neapolitan scholars to which the 
young Croce read his first essays on the philosophy of 
history. 

This is not to say that the Italian contribution to the 
intellectual renovation of the 1890's was unimportant 
or undistinguished— far from it. A limited number of 
Italian writers and scholars already ranked among the 
greatest in Europe: we have only to think of the liter 
ary historian and critic Francesco dc Sanctis, who 
taught at the University of Naples from 1871 to his 
death in 1883. But there were too few of them and they 
did not receive sufficient moral support from the so- 
ciety in which they lived. Moreover in Italy, still more 
than in Germany, the period from the mid-century to 
the 1890's seemed lamentably lacking in major figures. 
It was as though in both countries creative talent had 
been diverted and burned out in the fatigues of unifica- 
tion. In the parliamentary state whose leading expo- 
nent for the entire decade from the mid-seventies to 
the mid-eighties was the pallid, deftly corrupting Ago- 
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stino Depretis, men of large views were either lacking or 
unappreciated. It was symptomatic that after years of 
vainly seeking a university chair in his own country, 
Pareto was eventually obliged to accept the offer of a 
professorship in French Switzerland. And it is further 
noteworthy that the date of Pareto’s departure — 1893— 
marked the beginning of seven years of civic tumults 
that in retrospect were to appear the necessary prologue 
to a renewal of political and cultural life. 

In Italy, at least as much as in Germany, the period 
from the 1890’s to the First World War was to rank 
as a literary and philosophical renaissance. And this was 
to an extraordinary extent the work of a single man— 
as Benedetto Croce admitted without modesty when he 
came to write the history of his own time.® Croce 
worked all his life as a private scholar: he never held a 
university chair. But perhaps for that very reason his 
voice carried farther. Radiating out frofti his beloved 
Naples, Croce’s influence gradually became all-perva- 
sive. And the task that he set himself was precisely what 
Italy most required. As a '‘cosmopolitan intellectual,” a 
"man of the Renaissance,” like Erasmus, Croce under- 
took to "de-provincialize [Italian] culture and man- 
ners . . . , to raise the tone of intellectual life through 
contact and exchange of ideas” with the outside world.' 

So much for the cultural setting. Against this back- 
ground we may outline in preliminary and schematic 
form the major ideas that wtre initially stated in the 
1890’s, preparatory' to their fuller elaboration in the first 
decade of the twentieth century. 

1 . Most basic, perhaps, and the key to all the others 
was the new' interest in the problem of consciousness 
and the role of the unconscious. It was the problem 

^ Storia d'ltalia dal i 8 ji al 1915 1928), translated by 

Cecilia M, Ady as A History of Italy 1871-1925 (Oxford, 1929) » 
pp. 242-6. 

^ Antonio Cramsci; II materialismo storico e la filosofia di 
Benedetto Croce (Opere, vol. 2) (Turin, 1952), pp. 246-8. 
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implicit in the title of Bergson’s first book, the Essay on 
the Immediate Data of Consciousness. In it he had 
tried to distinguish between a ‘‘superficial psychic life” 
to which the scientific logic of space and number could 
properly be applied, and a life in the “depths of con- 
sciousness” in which “the deep-seated self” followed a 
logic of its own: he had come to the conclusion that 
the world of dreams might offer a clue to this secret and 
unexplored realm. “In order to recover this funda- 
mental self,” he had added, “a vigorous effort of analy- 
sis is necessary.” * A decade later, and proceeding from 
a philosophic and professional preparation almost to- 
tally in contrast to that of Bergson, Freud began to 
carry out the program that the former had outlined. 
Freud’s first major work. The Interpretation of Dreams, 
built on his own “vigorous effort” of self-analysis a the- 
ory of unconscious motivation to which the life of 
dreams offered the ke\^ 

2. Closely related to the problem of consciousness 
was the question of the meaning of time anck duration 
in psycholog)', philosophy, literature, and history. It was 
the problem to which Bergson w^s to return again and 
again in an effort to define the nature of subjective 
existence as opposed to the schematic order that the 
natural sciences had imposed on the external world. It 
represented one aspect of the task that Croce had set 
himself in trying to establish the qualitative and meth- 
odological differences between the realm of history' 
and the realm of science. In somewhat different form 
it was the pioblem with which the natural scientists 
were themselves contending in postulating a universe 
that no longer strictly conformed to the laws of New- 
tonian physics. Finally it was the dilemma that obsessed 
the novelists of the first two decades of the new cen- 
tury— Alain-F'ournicr, Proust, Thomas Mann— the tor- 

2 Essai suT les donndes immediates de la conscience (Paris, 
1889), authorized translation by V. I,. Pogson as Time and Free 
'Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (Lon- 
don and New York, 1910), pp. 125-7, ^^ 9 - 
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menting question of how to recapture the immediacy of 
past experience in language that in ordinary usage could 
reproduce no more than the fragmentized reality of an 
existence that the logical memory had already stored 
away in neat compartments. 

3. Beyond and embracing the questions of conscious- 
ness and time, there loomed the further problem of the 
nature of knowledge in what Wilhelm Dilthey had 
called the “sciences of the mind.'' In the early i88o's 
Dilthe}^ had attempted to establish rules that would 
separate the areas in which the human mind strove for 
some kind of inlcrnal comprehension from the realm 
of external and purely conventional symbols devised by 
natural science. A decade later Croce had resumed the 
task, with his first important essay, “Lu sioria ridotta 
sotto il concetto generate delVarte'" Croce soon aban- 
doned the Simple solution of including history among 
the arts. But his conviction of the radical Subjectivity of 
historical knowledge remained. By 1900 it was apparent 
to the more imaginative of Croce's contemporaries that 
the ninetecnth-ccnturv program of building an edifice 
of historical and sociological knowledge by patient ac- 
cumulation and painstaking verification no longer suf- 
ficed. By such means it w'ould prove forever impossible 
to penetrate beneath the surface of human experience. 
One had, ratlicr, a choice between the exerci.se of the 
sympathetic intuition postulated in Croce's neo-idcal- 
istic theory cf history, and the creation of useful fic- 
tions, as Max Wcbei was lai t to elaborate them, as 
models for critical understanding. 

4. If the knowledge of human affairs, then, rested 011 
such tentative foundations, the whole basis of political 
discussion had been radically altered. No longer could 
one remain content with the easy assurances of the ra- 
tionalistic ideologies inherited from the century and a 
half preceding — liberal, dcmociatic, or socialist as the 
case might be. 7 'he task was rather to penetrate behind 
the fictions of political action, behind what Sorel called 
the “myths," Pareto the “derivations," and Mosca the 
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'‘political formulas’' of the time. Behind these conven- 
ient fa^adeSy one could postulate the existence of the 
actual wielders of power, the creative minorities, the po 
litical Elites The discussion of politics, then, had been 
pushed back from the front of the stage to the wings — 
from the rhetoric of public discussion to the manipula- 
tion of half-conscious sentiments 
Such, indeed, is the most general charactenzation we 
may give to the new intellectual concerns of the 1890's 
They had displaced the axis of social thought from the 
apparent and ob)ectively verifiable to the only partially 
conscious area of unexplained motivation In this sense 
the new doctrines were manifestly sub|ective Psycho 
logical process had replaced external reality as the most 
pressing topic for investigation It was no longer what 
actually existed that seemed most important it was 
what men thought existed And what they felt on the 
unconscious Itrvel had become rather more intciesting 
than what they had consciously rationalized Or— to 
formulate the change m still more radical terns— since 
it had apparently been proved impossible to arrive at 
any sure knowledge of human behavior— if one must 
rel) on flashes of subjective intuition or on the creation 
of convenient fictions— then the mind had indeed been 
freed from the bonds of positivist method it was at 
liberty to speculate, to imagine, to create \l one stroke, 
the realm of human understanding had been drasticallv 
reduced and immenscl} b’-oadened 1 he possibilities of 
social thought stretched out to infinitv It was perhaps 
this that Freud had in mind when m 1896 he spoke of 
“metaps)cholog}"— the definition of the origin and na 
ture of humanity— as his “ideal and problem child," 
his most challenging task for the future * 


^ Jones Freud, I The Formatiye Years and the Great Dts 
covenes 1856-1900 (New York, 1953). p 294 
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The Critique of Marxism 


T uf. intellectual legacy that Karl ^^a^x had left to 
future social thinkers was botli untidv and ambigU' 
ous. By the 1890’s it was no longci possible to dismiss 
him as just another proletarian agitator; the size of the 
political parties that recognized him as their prophet 
and the seriousness of the economic investigations that 
he had initiated had made him a massive force* that de- 
manded to be rclattu in some wa} or other to the major 
traditions of European thought. As the decade woie 
on, a number of “bourgeoi ’ economists and social 
thinkers of the most varying intcliectual orientations 
found themselves compelled to come to grips with his 
doctrines. Yet it was not entirely clear with what pait 
of the Marxian heritage they should grapple. Were they 
to treat Marx m the abstract as a ' rcicntific” social 
thinker, or more pragmatically as the initiator of an ex- 
traordinarily successful political movement? 

Marx himself, of course, had thought he was both, 
and had argued that the two aspects of his activity' were 
necessarily inseparable. Theory, he maintained, grew 
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out of action and action out of theory in an inextricable 
dialectical relationship, and the pretended objectivity 
of ''bourgeois” social science was patently a fraud. Yet 
a careful examination of Marx's own statements re- 
vealed that the entanglement of scientific investigation 
and practical precept was not so tight as he had im- 
agined. In the vast, overlapping, disparate corpus of 
Marxian writings— which, if we add the works of Engels 
written after Marx's death, expended through the half- 
century from the mid-forties to the mid-nineties— there 
were certain sequences of doctrine that could be sepa- 
rated from those with which they had originally been 
aligned, and were hence capable of independent appli- 
cation. 

It was not necessarily true, for example, that Marx's 
theory of history' pointed inexorablv to socialism, or 
that the inevitable triumph of socialism which he had 
postulated inipfied that one felt any moral compulsion 
to hasten that victory. The Marxian interpretation of 
historv— commonly referred to as historical maicnalism 
— had no necessary connection with socialism: m 
shghtlv modified form, it was capable of being applied 
to conservative ends, as the first decades of the twenti- 
eth centurs' were to prove. And a conviction of the in- 
evitability of a socialist society did not invariably lead 
to the parallel conviction that such a change was desir- 
able, indeed it might lead to the very opposite conclii 
sion— witness the writings of the "defeatist'’ conserva- 
tives of our time, of whom Joseph Schumpeter was the 
most distinguished example.^ 

As the writings of Marx began to be subjected to the 
sort of close textual scrutiny which they w'ere least ca- 
pable of bearing, it soon became apparent that they 
contained a number of peripheral— or even accidental — 
features which had loomed very large in the original 
thinking of their author, but which, as the decades 
passed, began to reveal themselves as unessential en- 

^ See his Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, third edition 
(New York, 1950). 
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cumbrances. Their Hegelian structure could plausibly 
be dismissed as the time-bound product of Marx's philo- 
sophical instruction in Berlin in the 1830's, It ac- 
counted for a good deal that was cumbersome about his 
theories; even the dialectical method— ostensibly the 
priceless jewel in the Hegelian inheritance— proved to 
be far less impressive when applied to concrete social 
situations than when merely talked about. Similarly, 
the economics of Marx rested on two or three central 
pillars that with the passage of years began to seem 
perilously shaky— the complcinentarv "laws” of the fall- 
ing rate of profit and the incioasing misery of the work 
ing class, and the labor thcoiy of value, with its still 
more questionable corollary of exploitative “surplus” 
value. It was no wonder that most critics lamc to find 
Marxism more impressive as a canon of historical in- 
ter pretal ion— or as speculative sociology'— than as tech- 
nical economics. 

Indeed— as countless students of Marxism can bear 
witness— what gradually cmciged horn a careful read- 
ing of the texts was that the poweiful personality of 
their author and his unshakable conviction of the right- 
ness of his cause had fused together m a ficr\’ synthesis 
the most disparate philosophical and social elements. 
On the plane of abstract social tbeoiy, Marx had con 
pled Hegel to Ricardo and Ricardo m turn to the great 
Utopians. On the plane of rcvolutionarv art ion, it was 
still more apparent that the author of the Manifesto 
and Capital had aligned 111 a|>parcntly logical sequence 
a number of a.sscrtioiis for wuosc necc..,ary connection 
he olfered little proof beyond his ow'ii profound moral 
conviction. Could one be sure that the triumph of so- 
cialism would assure the primacy of the working class? 
'Ihe subsequent experience of the So'iCt IJnion would 
appear to disprove it. Would ^b“’ primacy m hiiii even 
tudlly disappear in an apocalvptic end of al! classes? 
Again the Soviet example would suggest the contrary. 
Still more, was not the very notion of an apocalypse a 
radically unhistoncal idea that lan counter to the whole 
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development of historical thinking in the nineteenth 
century? 

These were some of the questions that Marx's critics 
of the 1890’s — sympathetic and unsympathetic alike — 
began to put to themselves as they pored over his writ- 
ings. And in coming to rest on the apocalyptic pro- 
nouncements that were at the very center of the Marx- 
ian doctrine, they discovered the familiar contrast 
between Marx the social thinker and Marx the political 
agitator— a contrast that today can be more starkly re- 
cast as an image of Marx the nineteenth-century scien- 
tist at war with Marx the Old Testament prophet. In 
the 1890*5 it was not yet possible to discern the uncon- 
scious revelations of ancestral thought-patterns that lay 
scattered through the Marxian writings: it would take 
the work of Freud and his successors to assess at its full 
value the religious imagery in the vocabulary of a man 
who believed Himself a convinced materialist. Yet even 
before 1900 a scholar like Durkheim could assert that 
it was moral passion rather than systematic# research 
which had inspired and given their force to Marx's doc- 
trines. 

This contrast between Marxism as social science and 
Marxism as moral preachment brings us to a final ques- 
tion— a question that the critics of the 1890*$ rather 
posed by implication than consciously formulated. As 
a social scientist Marx was clearly in the rational tradi- 
tion of the Enlightenment. In his more scholarly guise, 
he could be both generous and fair-minded, and he ren- 
dered full justice even to the works of his enemies— the 
capitalists and the industrial bourgeoisie. As prophet, 
however, Marx was a man of wrath, vicious in polemic 
and showering scorn on his adversaries. In this latter 
guise, his works were to serve as manuals for the grave- 
diggers of the Enlightenment, from the Right and the 
Left alike. If a reassessment of Europe’s eighteenth- 
century heritage was to be one of the central tasks of 
the new social thinkers of the 1890*5, then it was essen- 
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tial for them to determine— if only by implication— to 
what extent Marx could be considered a child of the 
Enlightenment. 

The antithesis between the Marx of wrath and the 
Marx of sweet reason had, of course, alway s existed. But 
it was not until more than a decade after his death 
that the controversy over his heritage really began — 
when, with the decease of his collaborator Friedrich 
Engels in iSgi;, the last link with the canonical past had 
snapped, and there was no one left with full authority 
to reconcile the contradictions inherent 111 the original 
doctiine. 7 ’hc way was now open for \oiinger men to 
choose one or the other horn of the dilemma that Marx 
had bequeathed to them, and to push his contrasting 
tendencies to their logical conclusions. 

On the political plane, the antithesis expressed itself 
as a conflict w'ithin the European Socialist parties be- 
tween ''revisionists’' or “reformists ’ on the one hand 
and revolutionaries on the other. By the turn of the 
centurv^ there had already delineated themselves the fac- 
tions that two decades later were to split the movement 
into the mutually antagonistic camps of democratic 
Socialism and Communism. In a systematic sen*:e, it 
was the revisionists who inaugurated the debate. Their 
spokesman, the German Social Democrat Eduard Bern- 
stein, had tariied tou long in England to preserve his 
Marxist purity and had become severely contaminated 
by Fabianism. In a series of n igazinc articles published 
between 1896 and 1898, and, more coherently, in his 
book revolution ary Socialism which came out a year 
later, Bernstein advanced a number of propositions that 
were unquestionably Fabian in inspiration. A great deal 
of Marx’s economics, he argued, and most of Marx’s 
predictions for the future had been disproved by the 
developments of the last decades. “Peasants do not 
sink” — he noted in a scribbled summary of his theory— 
“middle class does not disappear; crises do not grow 
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ever larger, misery and serfdom do not increase '' ^ Un- 
der these changed circumstances, Bernstein argued, the 
only logical tactic for European Socialists was to exploit 
to the full the potentialities of gradual refoim through 
parliamentary action 

Initially the response to Bernstein came in shocked 
outbursts from Karl Kautsks and the other self-consti- 
tuted guardians of party orthodoxy Most of these 
simply obscured the logic of the revisionist position by 
making a dogged effort to reconcile revolntionaiy theory 
with the legalistic piacticc of the Social Dernociatic 
parties The ical rcjoindci to Bernstein— in the sense of 
radical intellectual ngoi— came from quite a different 
ciuarter It wa^ not one of the pontiffs of Marxism but 
the comparative neoph\te Lenin v,ho in his pamphlet 
of 19C1 entitled What h To Be Done^ first met head- 
on the issues that Bernstein had raised Lenin icfused 
to be chanted bv the patent ambiguities of the Marxian 
tests BoklH dia\^ mg the opposite conclusions from the 
evidences of unhotn ^eoibeinenf that Bcrnsteip had as- 
scmblech he argued for tlic nccessiU of a tight, cunspir- 
atoiial pait}, tmlessU piusuuig its aim of rcvolutionarv 
subveisjon 

Both Bernstein and Lenin were priinanlv part\ po- 
lemicists Lather one could have become a first rank 
social thinker if he had chosen to cast his vsniings in 
more abstract form Bur Bernstein vs as obliged to spend 
virtuallv his whole professional life in defending the 
position that he had niaikcd out in the late 1890’s, and 
Lenin, after one foray into the field of abstract reason- 
ing, returned to the more familiar ground of part) tac- 
tics ^ncl it IS significant that this one venture, the book 
Matenalism and Empino Criticism which he published 
m 1909, while ostensibly a defense of materialist meta- 
physics against the neo-Kantian epistemology that was 

^ Bernstein Archives cited by Peter Gay in The Dilerttma of 
Democratic Socialism (New York, 1952), p 244 The original 
title of Bernstein’s book i^ Die Voraussetzungen des SoziaJwnus 
und die Aufgaben der Sozialdemokratie 



3- The Critique of Marxism 73 

gaining converts even among Marxists, was actually 
written to settle an obscure factional dispute within the 
Russian Social Democratic party.® 

We shall see subsequently how the doctrinal crisis 
within organized Socialism overlapped with and was in- 
tensified by the investigations of more disinterested so- 
cial thinkers. These latter obviously constitute our real 
subject, and the factional fights within European Social 
Democracy are important to us only as suggesting one 
of the reasons why a number of extremely able intellec- 
tuals not previously interested in Marxism began to 
turn their attention to it in the 1890's. Marx, they had 
come to realize, was too important to be left to the 
propagandists and party hacks. 

All of them were looking to him for intellectual re- 
newal. The standpoints, however, from which they ap- 
proached him and the things they found in him were 
as diverse as their philosophical origins. Emile Durk- 
heim— -positivist in orientation, but dissatisfied with the 
positivist tradition as handed down by Comte and 
Spencer — found in the systematic study of Marxian so- 
cialism an intellectual introduction to a new sociology 
based on empirical data rather than on abstract specu- 
lation. Vilfredo Pareto— also a positivist, but more hos- 
tile to Marx and judging him primarily from the stand- 
point of technical economics — discovered through the 
demolition of socia^^st myths the initial outlines of a 
more general theory of social conflict. For Georges 
Sorel, Marxian socialism wr.s a grab-bag of novelties 
tliat required a painstaking sertmg-out; half nineteenth- 
century scientist half twentieth -century prophet, Sorel 
was to return again and again to Marx, now for intel- 
lectual clarification, now for moral uplift. Benedetto 
Croce, coming from the most unlikely preparation in 
historical erudition and aesthetics, stumbled on Marx 
almost by accident and abode with him only long 
enough to say four or five supremely intelligent things 

® See the chapter “Lenin as Philosopher” in Bertram Wolfe s 
Thr^e Who Made a Revolution (New York, 1948), pp. 496-517. 
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and then pass on to more permanent concerns; for him 
Marxism offered both a stick with which to beat the 
positivists and a corrective to his own idealist view of 
history based on literary and artistic models. 

Positivism and anti-positivism, admiration and hos- 
tility to Marx — these overlap bewilderingly in the cri- 
tique of the 1890's. Durkheim, in fact, presented his 
course of lectures on socialism largely to justify his own 
ambivalence. Pareto the Maix-slayer, Sorel the most 
subtle of Marx's modernizers, and Croce the cool dis- 
sector of historical materialism were all united by a mu- 
tual esteem verging on friendship. Yet their association 
was based on something more solid than an agreement 
to differ. l’hc\ were ail absorbed by the crucial question 
of Max*x’s claim to 'scientific" validity- And in asking 
themselves whether Marxism could properly be con- 
sidered a science, they were inevitably led to pose the 
further question of what one meant by a science of so- 
ciety and the extent to which such a body of scientific 
knowledge was attainable at all. 

The study of Marxism, then, offered them a kind of 
pioving-grouad— an initial test both of the general 
canons of social science and of the more personal the- 
ories that began to emerge out of the confrontation 
with the Marxian texts. In his own lifetime Marx had 
been fond of obstetrical metaphors and had character- 
ized force as the "midwife" of social change. In similar 
vein, the Marx who less than fifteen years after his 
death had been transformed into an ideological insti- 
tution could proper!) be called the midwife of twenti- 
eth-century social thought. For in the process of dis- 
carding what they had found invalid in Marxism and 
explaining w^hat aspects of it had proved helpful and 
suggestive, the innovators ot the 1890's took their first 
steps tew^ard constructing a more general theory of so^ 
cial reality. 
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I. Durkheim and Marxism as Moral Passion 

Emile Durkheim conventionally ranks as the founder 
of contemporary sociology, and it is in this guise that 
we shall encounter him later in the present volume.^ 
As early as 1880, he had been initiated into the intri- 
cacies of Marxian socialism as a student at the Ecole 
Normale Sup^rieure, where he had made a lasting 
friendship with his fellow normalien the future Socialist 
tribune Jean Jaurds. Yet it was not until fifteen years 
later that he expressed himself systematically on the' 
subject, and it W'as to be three decades more before his 
lectures on socialism— still in unfinished form— were 
posthumously published. I’he explanation for these de- 
lays seems to lie in the fact that for Durkheim Marxism 
offered no more than one of the several possible avenues 
to an investigation of society, and he was constantly be- 
ing diverted from a full analysis of it by the pressure of 
more empirical studies. 

Durkheim, his closest collaborator tells us, had origi- 
nally intended to write a book on socialism and the in- 
dividual. But the project gradually extended itself into 
a study of the individual and society in general, and 
this in turn info an effort to re-establish on a more solid 
base the new discipline of sociology, which the heirs of 
Auguste Comte hau left in a state of disrepute. Hence 
he was led to interrupt his study of socialism and to 
deal in his university lecture > with the concrete prob- 
lems of suicide and of the di\ ision of labor, which were 
to become the subjects of his early major works. 

In the academic year 1895-6, Durkheim, now thirty- 
seven years old and professor at the University of Bor- 
deaux, at last turned his attention to the problem of 
socialism. His purpose was at least as much moral as 
scientific— just as he was to emphasize the moral ele- 
ment in his analysis of Marxism. He was trying to jus- 


* Sec Chapter 8. 
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tify to himself^ to the outside world, and to his students 
—some of the best of whom were socialists— his own 
ambiguous relationship to organized Socialism. “All his 
life he shrank from adhering to Socialism in the nar- 
rower sense only on account of . . . its violent char- 
acter, its class character . . . , and also its political 
character. . . . Even the social and moral crisis of the 
Dreyfus case, in which he played a great part, did not 
change his opinion. . . . He 'sympathized' . . . with 
the Socialists, with Jaures, with Socialism. He never 
gave himself to them.'’ * 

The course of lectures, we understand, was a great 
success, but it was never completed by the two succeed- 
ing courses that would have brought the subject up 
through Marx. Hence we are left with a volume that 
deals primarily with socialism in general and with 
Saint-Simon — and only in brief and tantalizingly sug- 
gestive passages with the problem of Marxism itself. In 
sum, the view that Durkheim advanced was that most 
of the current criticisms of vSocialist doctrine hit wide of 
the essentials since they took at face value its^claim to 
scientific validity. The economists like Bohm-Bawerk 
and the members of the “Austrian’' school, who were 
so painstakingly refuting Marxism dogma by dogma, 
were engaged in a “Penelope’s labor, constantly need- 
ing to be renewed." By these methods, socialism could 
never be touched more than externally: its inner force 
would always escape the weapons of analysis.® 

For socialism, Durkheim argued, could not properly 
be attacked in the abstract. It was “entirely directed to- 
ward the future" rather than toward an “actually ex- 
isting object" and hence did not possess a “truly scien- 
tific character.” Socialism was in fact “an ideal”: 

No doubt, even in its most utopian forms, it has 

never scorned the support of facts, and it is even 

® Introduction by M. Mauss to Pmilc Duikheim: J,e So- 
cialisme: sa d^nition, ses debuts, la doctrine saint-simonienne 
(Pans, 1928), pp. v-ix. 

« Ibid., p. 10. 
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true that in more recent times it has more and 
more assumed a certain scientific cast. It is incon- 
testable that in so doing it has perhaps helped so- 
cial science more than it has been helped by it. For 
it has awakened reflection, it has stimulated sci- 
entific activity ... to such an extent that in more 
than one respect its history blends with that of 
sociology. Nevertheless, how can one fail to be 
struck by the enormous disproportion that exists 
between the rare and thin data that it borrows from 
the sciences and the extent of the practical con 
clu'kions which it draws from them and \et which 
are the veiy^ heart of the ssstem^ ^ 

Even the work of socialist thinking that was ‘'most 
pow'erfiil, most systematic, richest in ideas . . . Marx’s 
Capital could not be considered an exception. 

What a lot of statistical data, of historical com- 
parisons, of studies would be indispensable to set- 
tle a single one of the innumerable questions it 
treats^ . . . The truth is that the facts and obsei- 
vations gathered in it . . . figure there as little 
more than arguments 7 ’he research . . was un- 
dertaken to establish the doctrine . . . , far bom 
the doctrine resulting from research. . . It was 
passion that inspired all these systems, what gave 
birth to them and constitutes their strength is the 
thirst for a more perfect ]ustice . . , Socialism is 
not a science, a sociology ai miniature, it is a cry 
of pain. . . . 

Its perennial appeal, then could be explained only by 
searching behind the scientific pretenses of its doc- 
trine, for the concrete social circumstances out of which 
it arose. And m so doing, the sole attitude that a con- 
scientious social scientist could adopt — and one to 
which an equally conscientious socialist could never 


T Ibid , pp 3-4. 
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consent— was an attitude of ‘'reserve and circumspec- 
tion.” « 


n. Pareto and the Theory of the Elite 

Vilfredo Pareto's Les Systkmes socialistes, originally 
published in 1902, early established itself as the classic 
refutation of Marxian economics and sociology. Legend 
has it that it caused Lenin graver worry than any other 
anti-Marxist writing, and that he took more than one 
sleepless night to work out his own counter-refutation. 
Certainly it is a biting, spirited, witty book — a magnifi- 
cent polemic. Yet as one begins to recover from the 
initial effect of bedazzlement it produces, one detects 
its gaps, its slips in reasoning— and its literal-minded- 
ness. Although coming later in time than Croce's and 
Sorel's initial writings on Marxism, and building on 
these writings, Les Syst^mes socialistes in a number of 
respects stopped short of the conclusions that its au- 
thor's predecessors and intellectual coinpaniqps had 
reached. Its polemical construction proved inadequate 
to embrace a full critique of the Marxian doctrine. 

Pareto's work on socialism marks the transition in his 
thought from problems of technical, and more particu- 
larly mathematical, economics to a system of general 
sociology. Like Durkheim, Pareto came to sociology by 
way of socialism. By training an engineer and public 
servant, the Marchese Pareto displayed a curious com- 
bination of an aristocrat's distaste for the multitude 
and a technician's respect for facts. In 1893, disgusted 
with what he regarded as his own country's squalid par- 
liamentary regime, he had retired to a comfortable ex- 
ile on the Lake of Geneva as professor of economics at 
the University of Lausanne. TTie study and teaching of 
economics had led logically to an interest in Marxism, 
and in the same year, 1893, we find him writing an in- 
troduction to a French translation of extracts from 


* Ibid., pp. 5-6, 
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Marx's Capital selected by the latter's son-in-law Paul 
Lafargue. Eight more years of study resulted in Les 
Systemes socialistes, the second volume of which was 
devoted primarily to Marx. 

A positivist, like Durkheim, Pareto followed the 
French sociologist's lead in denying scientific validity 
to nearly all of Marx's work. And he similarly agreed 
with Durkheim in drawing a sharp distinction between 
the logical value of socialist doctrines— which he found 
virtually nil— and the social reality they reflected. But 
while Durkheim had simply thrown out this suggestion 
as a precept for future investigation, Pareto was to ex- 
ploit it in methodical fashion as the starting-point of a 
system of sociology that would work from substantially 
Marxian premises to diametrically opposed conclusions. 
As Marx himself had once claimed to have turned 
Hegelianism right side up, so Pareto would now sub- 
ject Mai-x to the same treatment. 

Obviously Pareto approached his socialist studies 
with a temperamental hostility that was far removed 
from Durkheim's attitude of qiialifled sympathy. All 
class prejudices aside, his position as a classical econo- 
mist and his dogmatic free-trade convictions made all 
types of socialism profoundly distasteful to him. And 
this temperamental dislike was reinforced by the econ- 
omist's fastidious annovaiicc at the “sophistries” in 
which the socialist writers had indulged. Hence Pa- 
reto could not resist the sort of intellectual fencing 
with his adversaries which I ’urkheim had rejected as 
pure waste motion. 

lliesc spirited skirmishes took up the greater part of 
Pareto's two thick volumes. Yet in the retrospect of a 
half-century they provide little more than entertain- 
ment value. What is of immediate concern to us now is 
Pareto's central contention— ^he core of validity that 
he discovered in the Marxian doctrine. “There is in 
Marx," he affirmed, “a sociological part, which is su- 
perior to the other parts and is often in accord with 
reality. Marx has one very clear idea — that of class con- 
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diet; it is this idea that inspires all his practical action, 
and he subordinates to it all his theoretical researches/' ® 

The task of the social scientist, then, was to accept 
in their broad outlines the Marxian theories of class 
struggle and subsequently to disentangle in them what 
was true from what was false. This task was compli- 
cated by the fact that Capital, ''the holy book of so- 
cialism," possessed “to a high degree the characteristics 
that one encounters in all holy books, that is to say 
vagueness and obscurity/’ And these complications 
were compounded by the fact that the works of Marx 
and Engels presented “a happy mixture of passion and 
reason, calculated to satisfy the exegesis both of the 
vulgar and of the learned." The former were impressed 
with Marx's literary vigor and the colorful fashion in 
which he depicted capitalist oppression; the latter were 
entranced by his subtleties and by the flattering “idea 
that while the^truc meaning escapes the run of man- 
kind, wc alone have succeeded in discovering it." It 
was this second or learned exegesis— however ^ortuons 
it might be--that Pareto found of interest to the social 
scientist. “The learned inteipretation of the materialist 
conception of history," he affirmed, “leads us toward 
reality and has aU the characteristics of a scientific the- 
ory." ^ 

Yet, considcicd in this guise, historical materialism 
was “at bottom, no more favorable to socialism than to 
any other doctrine"; it could “even be said to be abso 
luteiy opposed to sentimental and ethical socialism." 
For— as a passing bow to Darwin suggested— the class 
struggle had nothing whatever to do with the humani- 
tarian sentiments wath which the vulgar socialists 
chose to adorn it. These sentiments existed— to deny 
their existence would be “to fall headlong into the 
error of the people who imagine that man can get along 

® Lrs Systemes soaalistes, second edition (Paris, 1926), I, 16; 
II, 

^ Ibid , II, 333, 393. 402 
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entirely without religion”— but they were not of the 
essence of class conflict.- 

As this conflict had ramified into ever greater com- 
plexities, it had become apparent that the student of 
society was confronted with more than a simple strug- 
gle between ‘^bourgeois” and ''proletarians.” Not only 
had it developed that these two classes in turn were 
falling into warring divisions. It was also evident that 
the proletarians were onl\ ostensibly fighting in their 
own cause. Surface appearances were deceptive— in ac- 
tuality, the social struggle had never been one of aristo- 
crats against the “people.” 'I'liroughout history, tlie 
so-called popular leaders had siinplv been disgruntled 
individuals of suj^crior abilih who had felt themselves 
barred from effective power. I’lic great revolutions had 
been no more than the struggle of a new elite to dis- 
place an old one— with the “people” serving as its hum- 
ble soldiers. These latter doubtless believed that they 
were fighting “for what they cull justice, liberty, hu- 
manify,” and many of their leaders imagined “in good 
faith” that they were doing the same. What was rcalK 
at stake, howevci, was tlic class or personal advantage 
of the new cdite. 

Hence it would be an illiision> Pareto concluded, to 
think that the end of the sliugglc between “capital” 
and “labor” would b^'nig an end to class conflict in the 
wider sense. Even in a collectivist society, conflicts 
would arise “between the different kinds of workers in 
the socialist stale, between intellectuals’ and 'non- 
intellectuals/ bctv'een different kinds of politicians, be- 
tween politicians and those administered by them, be- 
tween innovators and conservatives.” 'liie socialist 
apocalypse could be dismissed as a mirage. 

Such was the fashion in which Paitto turned Marx 
on his head. The class conflic. "'C was quite willing to 
grant, had a real existence, bin its determinants were 
‘ Ibid,. II, 40!^. 41'^. 
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far more complex than simply the laws of economics.* 
Sentiments, ‘'ideals’’ — non-logical motivations of all 
sorts that were essentially religious in nature— played 
the dominant role, and it was these that the great popu- 
lar leaders of history had known so well how to manipu- 
late. If it was true, as Pareto asserted, that the mass of 
the population could never be more than a passive in- 
strument in revolutions and civil wars, then the “scien- 
tific” part of Marx need not point inevitably toward so- 
cialism. Historical materialism could be turned in a 
conservative direction to give the threatened elites a 
new toughness and self-confidence. With the comple- 
tion of Les Systemes socialistes, Pareto had already 
formulated in rough outline the theories of social or- 
ganization that fourteen years later were to make him 
justly celebrated as the great rationalizer of authori- 
tarian conservatism in our time.® 


III. Croce and Historical Materialism 
as a Canon of Interpretation 

In his discussion of the “leained exegesis” of Marxism, 
Pareto had cited as “two Marxists of great talent” his 
intellectual companions Benedetto Croce and Georges 
Sorel, and in the subsequent chapter he had added that 
a knowledge of the writings of the former— and of those 
of his master in things Marxist, Antonio Labriola— was 
“indispensable for appreciating the present state of the 
question of historical materialism'' ® 

As applied to Sorel the epithet “Marxist” might per 
haps serve as a rough approximation, but in Croce's 
case it was woefully inappropriate. Croce’s five-yeai 
brush with Marxism bore little relation to what had 
come before it in his intellectual life and to what were 

* Sec Envin Schuler: Pareto's Marx^Kritik (Tubingen, 1935) 
pp. 15-21. 

® Sec Chapter 7. 

® Les Systemes socialistes, II, 333, 402. 
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to be his major concerns in the future. He happened 
upon it rather casually, he extracted from it what he 
needed in order to enrich his canons of historical in- 
terpretation, and then — when he found that there was 
no further profit to be derived from it—he dropped it 
as suddenly as he had taken it up. Wliile his interest 
lasted, however, he pursued his Marxist studies with 
feverish enthusiasm, and he even succeeded in master- 
ing the technical discipline of economics that was so 
alien to his aesthetic and literary bent. 

Hence it was not surprising that Pareto, who was able 
to follow Croce's thought only from a distance, should 
have taken him for a Marxist. In fact in collecting for 
publication his scattered essays on historical matenal- 
ism, Croce voiced the complaint that he had been 
more than once described as a "'rigid orthodox Marxist" 
who had gradually changed into a critic and opponent. 
It was true, he granted, that the subjective coloring of 
his thought had varied during the period of his Marxist 
studies— one could find in his essays both “enthusiasm" 
for a “work of genius" and “disgust" with the “ped- 
antries, sophistries, and emptiness" of its later commen- 
tators— but the thought itself had remained constant. 
This, he claimed, represented "the same tendency that 
has been developing almo st simultaucously in France 
through the work of Sorel and that has succeeded 
in freeing the healthy and realist c kernel of Marx's 
thought from the metaphysical and literary flourishes 
of the author himself, and from the imprudent exegesis 
and deductions of his school." ^ 

In late April of 1895, the twent}^-nine-y ear-old Croce 
— who was growing slightly bored with his life as a pri- 
vate scholar immersed in the antiquities ot his native 
city of Naples— received from his loiiner teacher La- 
briola a letter that galvanized him into new and un- 
familiax activity. In it the older scholar announced the 
appearance in Paris of a Marxist journal entitled Deve- 
Preface of 1899 to Materudismo storico ed economid marx- 
istica, ninth edition revised (Ban, 1951 ), pp* viii-ix. 
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mV social, Labriola was the only serious theoretical 
Marxist in Italy, and the newly founded review at last 
gave him the literary outlet he needed. What he asked 
of Croce was, first, to subscribe to Devenir social, and, 
second, to advise him on an article he had prepared for 
publication in it. 

In this somewhat accidental fashion there began the 
curious collaboration of Labriola and Croce in Marxist 
studies. The younger man had been Labriola's student 
at the University of Rome in the 1880V, and he knew 
that the latter had subsequently begun to give lectures 
on historical materialism, but his residence in Naples 
had prevented him from attending them. Hence he 
awaited LabrioIaV article with intense anticipation. 
And on reading and rereading it he found his '‘in- 
flamed’' mind filling with strange new “concepts” and 
“visions” that literally constituted a “revelation.” He 
wrote back offering to serve as editor for this first essay 
and for the others which it was Labriola ’s •“duty to 
compose.’' * 

From the start there was an ambiguity in the rela- 
tionship between the two men which — however diplo- 
matically Croce might try to conceal it— was bound 
eventually to come to the surface. Labriola might be a 
philosopher and scholar, but he was also, in political 
terms, a convinced socialist. For him Marxism repre- 
sented a lifetime commitment. For Croce, however, 
who stood outside partisan politics, Marxism was simply 
an exciting intellectual novelty. Hence in the warm ex- 
change of correspondence between them and in the 
long conversations that marked their meetings, there 
was always a lurking danger that this basic misunder- 
standing would break forth. All went well so long as 
Croce was simply the student— commenting only 
rarely on Labriola’s flood of elaborations and interpre- 
tations— but when he began himself to write on Marx- 

* “Conic nacque e come mori il marxismo teorico in Italia 
(1895-1900),“ printed as appendix to sixth (1941) and later 
editions of Materialismo storico, pp. 272, 274. 
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ist subjects, his doubts and criticisms soon became ap- 
parent. 

Already in his first essay on historical materialism— a 
critique of the theories of Professor Loria, Italy's lead- 
ing Marxist vulgarizer who also ranked as I.abriola's 
bete noire— he had not completely satisfied his master. 
For the latter had discovered that Croce could not pos- 
sibly fulfill the “greater hopes that he had . . . vested" 
in him as “his colleague and successor in the guardian- 
ship and defense of the true Marxist tradition." Croce, 
Labriola complained, was too much of an “intellectual," 
a '^litterateur” a “contemplative epicurean." And when, 
after almost a year of reflection, Croce came to present 
his own ideas on historical materialism, they were in 
fact, if not in appearance a critique of Labriola 's views. 
Croce's essay— which he read in May 1896 before an 
academic circle in Naples— constituted a punctiliously 
respectful commentary on Labriola's collected Marxist 
writings that had just appeared in book form. The 
younger man took pains, as he himself relates, to pre- 
sent what he had to say “as though it were not a ques- 
tion of my own thought, but of something that was 
already in Labriola and in Marx himself." Hence, for 
the moment at least, Labriola did not detect “what 
Dante called 'the poiso n: in the argument.' " ® 

Obviously such an ambiguous situation could not go 
on indefinitely. As the next two vears passed and Croce 
continued to write with ever greater independence on 
Marxist topics, Labriola's expressions of annoyance be- 
came more open and pointed. In 1898 the long-delayed 
explosion occurred. This was the year of the “crisis of 
Marxism"— the year of Bernstein's heresy. Quite un- 
wittingly, Croce had stumbled into the center of the 
doctrinal furor within European Social Democracy. For 
by this time Bernstein had become interested in Croce's 
work as potential support for his own position and, in 
all good faith, had written Labriola to inquire about it. 


• Ibid., pp. 293-6. 
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The latter was, of course, appalled: he tormented him- 
self with the thought that his own pupil *'had helped 
to overturn and put in mortal peril the doctrine to 
which he [Labriola] . . . had introduced” him. And in 
his urgent letters to Croce, Labriola in effect requested 
of him that he explain to one and all that he was a 
^'inere literary fellow,” a “mere intellectual and raison^ 
neuTy* who marveled at the fact that his “demonstra- 
tions” and “authority” could be used “to promote a 
thing of such gravity as the crisis of Marxism!” ^ 

Croce, of course, never made any such statement. He 
simply withdrew gracefully from the whole dispute. For 
by this time he had said nearly all he had to say on 
Marxian topics. By 1899 he was ready to close the 
“Marxist parenthesis” of his life. And at roughly the 
same time Labriola also dropped his socialist studies. 
For his part, Croce was “glad to have passed through” 
the doctrind of historical materialism; had he not done 
so, he would have felt “a sense of void” in irn “mental- 
ity as a modern man.” ^ 

There was, then, in Croce’s writings on Marxism, an 
implicit confusion arising from the overlayering of La- 
briola on Marx, and of Croce in turn on Labriola. De- 
spite the limpidness of Croce’s owm literary style, he 
was treading his polemical way so carefully that the 
reader was obliged to remain always on the alert for 
half-veiled meanings. This danger, however, did not 
worry Croce himself. He frankly admitted that he was 
not treating Marx historically, that he was not trying 
“to interpret his expressions literally.” On the contrary, 
Croce felt free to give them a “more acceptable” mean- 
ing by selecting the interpretations which appeared 
“theoretically true and defensible.” As Sorel was simul- 
taneously doing, Croce was trying to search out the 

* Ibid., pp. 305-8. 

* **Marxismo ed economia pure” added to second (1906) 
and later editions of Materudismo storica, p. 175. 
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meaning that Marx's words bore — or, perhaps, should 
have borne?~“in the writer's inmost thoughts." * 

Croce was primarily a philosopher ot history. Hence 
his grapplings with Marx's theories gave him a welcome 
opportunity to clarify the notions of historical interpre- 
tation that were already arranging themselves in his 
own mind. And similarly it was natural that he should 
fasten on the Marxian doctrine of historical material- 
ism. This he dealt with — in his customarily tidy and 
efficient fashion — by successively reducing it within 
ever narrower limits. First he denied that it was a phi- 
losophy of history at all. Indeed, he w'ent on to exclude 
the possibility of there being any such thing as a phi- 
losophy of histoiy in the sense of determining the laws 
of historical development. Second he insisted that the 
correct doctrine of historical materialism was not to 
be confused with the '‘metaphysical" materialism of 
Marx's vulgarizers. These latter, he found, tiad virtually 
deified ‘'matter" in the same fashion in which the 
Hegelians had deified "the Idea." But when all this was 
eliminated, what was there left to historical material- 
ism? There w^as left a new method of procedure, as both 
Engels and Labriola had clearly stated, or to put it 
more accurately, a new content for history — since the 
technical methods of historical investigation remained 
the same as in the past. 

Historical mateiialism, in short, amounted to a “mass 
of new data" and of “new experiences." It was not an 
invariable rule of procedure but rather a “warning to 
keep its observations in mind as a new aid to the un- 
derstanding of history." It was a “canon" of interpre- 
tation, a way to orient oneself in the maze of historical 
data. As Sorel so aptly expressed it, it “illuminated" 

® '^Concerning the Interpretation Criticism of Some Con- 
cepts of Marxism/* Histoncal Materialism and the Economics of 
Karl Marx, translated by C. M. Meredith (London, 1914), pp. 
79, Si. This translation, evidently made from the second edition 
of Crocc*s Materialismo storico, does not include all of the essays 
that arc in the original Italian version. I have taken the liberty 
of correcting the translation in several places. 
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matters rather than explained them in scientific fash- 
ion.* 

To explain matters scientifically, Croce argued, 
meant to arrive at universal formulas of general appli- 
cation. This Marx had thought he v^^as doing — but in 
fact his theory had arisen "‘out of the need to account 
for a definite social phenomenon'': it was inextricably 
bound up with the passions of the “politicians and rev- 
olutionists" who had created it. Where Marx had gone 
wrong, Croce discovered, was in trying to extend his 
history-grounded knowledge too far beyond its point 
or origin. In so doing, he had arrived at “ideal and 
schematic" definitions that bore no exact relationship 
to any known society.'^ 

Out of such “ideal and schematic" formulations. Max 
Weber was soon to construct a systematic theory of 
social-science t>'pes. But to these possibilities Croce's 
mind remained closed. He continued to insist on a 
sharp separation between quasi-scientific hypotheses 
and the specific data of history. Hence, while agreeing 
with Durkheim and Pareto in denying Marxism the 
character of a science, he went beyond them to extend 
his Marxian reflections to the definition of scientific 
method in the study of society as a whole. Durkheim 
and Pareto had contented themselves with the simple 
and essentially positivist formula of making “logical 
deductions from the facts." ® With such a summary 
definition the more fastidious Croce could not possibly 
rest satisfied. “All scientific laws," he argued, were “ab- 
stract laws.” But — and here came his decisive deviation 
from his contemporaries— 

* “Concerning the Saentific Form of Historical Materialism/' 
Historical Materialism, pp. 3-5, 8-9, 12, 20; “Concerning the 
Interpretation and Criticism of Some Concepts of Marxism," 
ibid., p. 77; *'Marxismo ed economia pura** Materialismo stonco, 
p. 165. 

® “Concerning the Scientific Form of Historical Materialism/' 
Historical Materialism, pp. 16-17; “Concerning the Interpreta- 
tion and Criticism of Some Concepts of Marxism," ibid., pp. 50, 
56-8. 

• Les SysUmes socialistes, I, 6. 
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there is no bridge over which to pass from the con- 
crete to the abstract; just because the abstract is 
not a reality, but a form of thought, one of our 
. . . abbreviated ways of thinking. And, although 
a knowledge of the laws may illuminate our per- 
ception of reality, it cannot become this perception 
itself.'^ 

Otherwise stated, the laws of social science could never 
bear any sure relation to the concrete data of experi- 
ence. Historical and social study would be obliged to 
seek a different path if it was ever to reach psychological 
certainty. With his critique of Marxism— and with the 
further critique of all contemporary social science that 
it implied— Croce had come close to formulating his 
own neo-idealist canon for the study of human activity. 

Thus Croce had reduced Marx's theories to a collec- 
tion of more or less useful "'general aphorisms” and 
"particular applications.” ® In his procedure of discard- 
ing and selecting, he had arrived at a series of judg- 
ments that became very nearly standard for later so- 
cial scientists. At a moment when he felt an intellectual 
need for it, Marxism had come his way and he had 
taken from it only what he strictly required. It had in- 
terested him in at least two ways: first, as a critical doc- 
trine, with a direct :ppeal to the imagination and to 
youth, which could "fill the void created ... by the 
devastating work of positivism and its accompanying 
pessimism”; second, as a means of revivifying the study 
of history, which, in Croce's own case, had threatened 
to succumb to antiquarianism. But this was all. For 
Croce, Marxism signified nothing further. When its 
lessons had been "well digested,” it v/ould no longer 
need to be spoken of.® 

r *'Conrcining the Intcrprctatioia Criticism of Some Con- 
cepts of Marxism/' Historical Materialism^ p. 104, 

* **Le teoTie storiche del Prof. Loria/* Materudismo storico, 
p. 27. See also Mario Corsi: Le orig^ni del pensiero di Benedetto 
Croce (Florence, 1951), p. 250. 

^Storia d'ltalia dal i8yi al 1915 (Bari, 192S), translated by 
Cecilia M. Ady as A History of It<dy 1871-1915 (Oxford, 1929), 
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IV, Sorel and Marxism as ** Social Poetry* 

Of all the critics of Marxism— French, Italian, and 
German— the most probing and persistent, the one who 
worried about it over the longest period of time and re- 
interpreted it in most original fashion, was the retired 
engineer of Boulogne-sur-Seine, Georges Sorel. We 
have seen how Croce regarded him as his own French 
counterpart. Sorel returned the compliment by describ- 
ing his Italian friend as *'a writer full of tact and finesse" 
and frequently citing his work with approval.^ Indeed, 
the tw’O maintained a warm correspondence through 
nearly a quarter of a century. Similarly in the case of 
Pareto, there was a relationship of mutual esteem which 
lasted until the deaths of the two scholars just a year 
apart: despite his own more favorable attitude toward 
Marx, Sorel cited Pareto's Systemes socialistes with re- 
spect,^ and the latter found Sorel at fault only in having 
corrected the "‘honeyed and sickly-sweet" aspect of so- 
cialism with too much ""exaggeration." ^ Toward Durk- 
hcim, Sorel maintained an attitude of slightly ironical 
deference. In fact, he has been accused of cribbing from 
Durkheim without acknowledgment ^—although he re- 
ferred to the great sociologist at least three times in his 
Marxist wTitings,'*^ and he could scarcely have been ex- 
pected to cite Durkheim's lectures on socialism, which 


p 149, *‘Marxismo ed ecoTwmia pure” Matenalismo storico, p. 
176. For a more extended discussion of Croce, sec Chapter 6. 

^ La Decomposition du marxisme, second edition (Pans, 
1910), p 5. 

2 ^Wvant-pTopos'' (19x4), Matenaux d’une theoric du proU 
tariat (Pans, '919), pp. 36, 48. 

3 Lcs Systemes socialtstes, II, 408. 

* John Bowie; Politics and Opinion in the Nineteenth Century 
(Oxford, 1954), p. 452n. 

® ” Avenir socialiste des syndicats*" (1898), Matenaux, pp. 83, 
124—8; “La necessitd e il fatalismo nel marxismo,'* Saggi di 
cntica del marxismo (Milan, 1903), p. 80. 
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had not yet been published. So far as I know, Durkheim 
expressed no similar sentiments toward Sorel. 

Sorel stood, then, after the turn of the century, at the 
focal point of the critique of Marxism. He summed up 
and went beyond the implicit antagonism in the atti- 
tudes of Pareto and Croce to develop the hints thrown 
out by both of them. For three decades — from 189:5, 
when he first became interested in socialism, to his 
death in 1922— he maintained an interest in Marxist 
theory which wavered only briefly, and he produced 
an abundant stream of miscellaneous articles on the 
subject. The more important of them he collected into 
two volumes— the first of which was published in Italy, 
reflecting the fact that he was appreciated earlier there 
than in his own country.® These two books, plus a little 
work on the ''decomposition*' of the Marxist doctrine, 
rather better than his more famous Reflections on Vio- 
lence, embody his reinterpretation of the major Eu- 
ropean socialist tradition. 

There is, however, in SoreFs attitude toward Marx 
a steady evolution that lands him in apparently in- 
soluble contradictions. In 1899 we find him taking his 
stand with Bernstein and the revisionists. Eight yens 
later in his Reflections he is applying Marxist theory to 
the practice of revoluHonary syndicalism. At the end 
of his life he makes a final appearance as an apologist 
for Lenin. These contrasting positions are part of the 
larger piuoiem of SoreFs centicil ambivalence that will 
occupy us in a subsequent chapter.^ For the present we 
may limit ourselves to trying to understand the ration- 
ale of his changes and the extent to which we can de- 
tect in them an underlying unity of view. 

Initially, in terms of SoreFs own biography, it seems 
clear that his shift from revisio.’i^m to the advocacy of 
violence reflected an enormous disillusionment with 


® The Saggi and Mat^riaux already cited, 
r See Chapter 5. 
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the democratic process. Like so many other French in- 
tellectuals, he had been a militant Dreyfusard, and his 
revisionist position of the late 1890’s logically paralleled 
the “optimistic” phase of unity between Socialists and 
middle-class democrats that the great affaire had in- 
spired. Subsequently, however, he took his place among 
that die-hard minority who were disgusted by the ex- 
ploitation of the Dreyfusard victory for sectarian and 
careerist ends; ® the little book in which he vented his 
pent-up wrath contained some of the bitterest pages 
he ever wrote.® However much his subsequent political 
allegiance might vary, he never returned to a faith in 
parliamentary democracy. 

In the second place, Sorel was not one to worry about 
inconsistency. He even believed that it could be a vir- 
tue—an aid in arriving at a more rounded notion of 
social reality. In writing an introduction to the second 
of his colleetions of Marxist essays, he explained that 
he had intentionally refrained from revising them to 
bring them into harmony with each other. I’liis pro- 
cedure he justified by citing his own peculiar social- 
science method— a method which he baptized diremp- 
tum and which consisted in willfully wrenching out 
certain aspects of reality from the context that envel- 
oped them and examining them independently one 
from another.^ 'I’o juxtapose a number of mutually in- 
compatible statements, Sorel argued, meant to illumi- 
nate aspects of reality that might otherwise have passed 
unobserved. 

Hence as individual direniptions, a statement in 
praise of Bernstein and a statement endorsing revo- 
lutionary' syndicalism could figure simultaneously as 
separate ard complementary approaches to the under- 
standing of Marx. And regarded in this fashion, Marx- 

^ Picric Andreir Notre Maitre, M. Sorel (Pans, 1953), pp. 
13 S, i43~.4 

® La Revolution dreyfusierme, second edition (Paris, 1911). 

^ Avantpropos” Matenaux, pp. 3-6. On dtremptton^ see 
further 111 Chapter 5. 
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ism itself could be considered one grand diremption. 
Like Croce, Sore! believed that what Marx had offered 
had been a necessarily partial view of social reality, 
and that it would be wrong to expect in him a pre- 
cision of thought that could not possibly be there. 

Marx’s language frequently lacks precision because 
he tries to embrace in a single expression the to- 
tality of a historical movement, and to think it in 
all its complexity. The [human] intelligence does 
not have the means to express such a synthesis. 

Yet at the same time '*Marx was right ... in not 
sticking to empirical descriptions of social complexity 
and in presenting the great conflict ... in the form 
of struggles . . . between antagonistic partners*' ^ The 
author of Capita^ in short, had done well to oversim- 
plify the issues. 

Why was Marx ‘hight ’7 Obviously for pragmatic 
reasons. Here wc come to the crux of Sorel’s reinter- 
pretation — the point at which he diverged from both 
Pareto and Croce to find a new standing-ground on 
which to reconcile his contradictions. This new stance 
implied a thoroughgoing redefinition of Marxism- -in 
terms of science, of moral teaching, and of symbolic 
meaning. 

The socialists, Sorel argued, had a '‘false idea” of 
science. 'I’hev thought of it as a ‘'mill into which prob- 
lems arc poured and from wh.vh solutions come out.” 
In actuality, science had an infiniteU more modest 
. . . function”; it simply tried '‘to understand and to 
perfec t the trials and attempts of experimental work- 
ers.” ® Like Croce, Sorcl defined science in essentially 
practical terms. But he differed from Croce in making 
no sharp separation between 'o*5rrete reality and the 
abstractions of science. There was, he found, no break 
in continuity between the patient efforts of engineers 

2 *‘La necessity e il fatalhmo nel marxismo/* Saggi, p. 61; 
**Pr^face pour Colajanni'' Mat^riaux, pp. 186-7. 

» “Ltf necessity e U fatalismo nel marxismo/' Sdggi, p. 92. 
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like himself to bend to their purposes the resistance of 
inert nature, and the speculations of the most abstract 
theorists; indeed, the latter had customarily arisen al- 
most by accident out of problems posed by the practical 
exertions of the technicians. 

Hence a scientific statement could never be more 
than an approximation or working hypothesis. And— - 
in the field of social science— was one of such approxi- 
mations which Marx had offered. Obviously it was in- 
complete; obviously it was partial and freighted w'ith 
emotion. But on that account did one need to deny it 
all scientific validitv? Sorcl himself was inclined to rele- 
gate Marxian theory to the realm of “common sense” 
rather than to assign it to that of science. But as he had 
rephrased the question, it had become largely a matter 
of words; the answer depended on tlic amount of pre- 
cision one demanded in a scientific formula. Like 
Croce, Sorel vas casting about for a new' definition of 
what social science consisted of. Meantime, in^the form 
in which he had restated it. the old problem as to 
whether or not Marxism could be considered “scien- 
tific” had simply fallen to the ground. 

It was Marx’s successors, Sorcl maintained, rather 
than Marx himself, who had confused the issue bv their 
crude abuse of the notions of “necessity” and “fatal- 
ity.” * Sorcl agreed with Croce— and, by implication at 
least, differed from Pareto — in finding no place for de- 
terminism in social science. Yet once moic he went 
be\ond his Italian friends by turning his attention to 
the scnfimcntal aspects of the Marxian appeal. Pareto 
had stressed the importance of the non-logical in as- 
sessing the social behavior of human beings, but he had 
approached the subject with an evident distaste. For 
Croce, the realm of the irrational was always repellent 
and he avoided it as much as possible. Of the major 
critics of Marxism, Sore! alone saw a positive value for 
human understanding in an entanglement of “objec- 
tive” and emotional elements. 

^ Ibid., pp. 69, 93-4. 
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This is the moral or psychological aspect of his re- 
interpretation. Sorel, as we shall subsequently notice, 
was primarily a moralist: the ethical aspect of social and 
historical problems was always of critical concern to 
him, even when he did not express it in so many words. 
The same, of course, was true of Durkheim— and, to a 
lesser extent, of Croce also— but they chose to remain 
detached scholars, free from personal involvement in 
the socialist movement. For Sorel, such detachment was 
a psychological impossibility. Some sort of social com- 
mitment was a necessity of his being, and during the 
war years, when he had no political movement in which 
to vest his hopes, he was acutely unhappy. In a lesser 
man, such an attitude could easily have degenerated 
into propagandism. In Sorel it opened the way to sym- 
pathetic understanding of the aspects of social behavior 
that had heretofore eluded exact analysis. 

Whether a revisionist or an apologist for violence, 
whether in or out of working-class movements, Sorel 
never wavered in his contention that Marxism as ab- 
stract statement could never present more than half the 
story. Both Durkheim and Pareto had seen that it was 
moral passion rather than scientific rigor that gav*' the 
doctrine its perennial appeal. But Sorel alone went on 
to suggest that a sy^ patlictic involvement in the great 
moral movements themselves was essential to under- 
standing their character. Anticipating a position of 
which Karl Mannheim was )ater to become the most 
persuasive advocate, he implied that in the political 
and social sphere one could understand only what one 
had actually or vicariously experienced. *To judge prop- 
erly/' it was essential “to put oneself into the move- 
ment and to acquire an intellectual sympathy for it; 
otherwise one could not get tc the bottom of things.” ® 
Hence even incompatible political positions could prove 
mutually helpful in illuminating a constantly fluctuat- 
ing reality. And hence also one could learn, from sym- 

^ Letter of 1910 to Agostino Lanzillo, cited by Andreu: Sorel, 
P- 77- 
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pathetic participation in one current of sentiment, to 
transfer one's understanding to another and ostensibly 
alien movement-witness Sorel's parallel interest in 
Marxism and religion, and the fashion in which he was 
able to apply to socialist themes experience derived 
from the history of Christianity.® 

Thus for Sorel Marxism, like religion, eventually be- 
came a body of imprecise meanings couched in sym- 
bolic form. To the scandal of revisionists and orthodox 
revolutionaries alike, he found it “necessary to abandon 
every thought of transforming socialism into science" 
and to redefine it as “social poetry." Marx, he declared, 
had dealt in symbols without realizing it: he had ut- 
tered his thought in “summary and symbolic formulas" 
that almost always hit home.^ It was idle to complain, 
as most Marxists did, that when it came to specific indi- 
vidual challenges these formulas proved lamentably 
vague. That was not the real question: the real question 
was to understand what actually moved men t5 become 
actors in the great events of history. In redefining Marx- 
ism in symlx)lic terms. Sore! had completed his own in- 
tellectual preparation for a wider restatement of social 
action as the visible expression of the psychological real- 
ity of myth. 


Postscript: Gramsci and Marxist Humanism 

Stated in the broadest possible terms, what the critics 
of the 1890's had done was to displace in radical fashion 
the central emphasis in the Marxian tradition. They 
had shifted it from economics to the moral and cul- 
tural aspects of life in society. In so doing, they had 
focused attention on what in Marx's teaching could be 
presumed to have some general validity beyond the 
tactical requirements of the political movement that 

® *'Le Cardctere religieux du socialisme"’ (1906), Mdteriaux, 
pp. 309—63; Decomposition^ pp. 67-8. 

^ *'Introduzione/^ Saggi, p. 13; Ddcomposition, pp. 50, 59^1. 
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honored his name. And thus they had accomplished the 
essential task of separating out the general social theory 
from the mass of revolutionary precepts in the Marxian 
writings. Once '‘decontaminated’' in this fashion, Marx- 
ism could be absorbed into the main stream of Eu- 
ropean social thought. From 1900 on, the Marxian doc- 
trine led a double life: on the one hand it continued to 
inspire the party activities of Socialists and Commu- 
nists; on the other hand, as the first comprehensive so- 
cial theory to lay claim to scientific validity, it provided 
an initial test of the canons of empirical social science. 
It was not only that such of its central elements as the 
theories of class conflict and of the material condition- 
ing of cultural activities won wide acceptance among 
the more imaginative of European social thinkers. Its 
combination of dogmatic method with flexibility of in- 
terpretation also challenged these thinkers into formu- 
lating more convincingly their own concepts of social 
reality. 

Moreover, apart from all considerations of scientific 
method, the critics of the 1890's had agreed that Marx 
had exerted his influence primarily as an ethical leader, 
and hence, presumably, that he could be placed in the 
lineage of great secular reformers descending from tlie 
eighteenth century. Hut they had done no more than 
imply this* they had refrained from relating Marx more 
specifically to the Enlightenment or suggesting where 
their own writings in turn dc;Aved from a similar herit- 
age. Why this manifest reluctance? V/hy do we find 
in the critique of the 1890'$ no more than a grudging 
recognition of the Enlightenment inheritance? The an- 
sw^er is not hard to find. In tlic context of the fin de 
siechy the thought of the eighteenth century seldom 
figured m its pure or original it appeared overlaid 

with the late nineteenth-century accretions that had de- 
formed it—materialism, positivism, and the more vul- 
gar forms of humanitarianism. Even such acute theo- 
rists as Pareto and Croce and Sorel could seldom bring 
themselves to think of the Enlightenment in the ab- 
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stract: they customarily considered it only with refer- 
ence to the doctrines they most disliked. Their verdict, 
then, was almost necessarily negative. Durkheim alone 
—the most ‘'eighteenth century” of the four— failed to 
make any specific condemnation of the Enlightenment 
tradition. 

Consequently, they left their critique of Marxism in- 
complete. They recognized only in part how much of 
the Marxian theory they had left standing— more par- 
ticularly the class interpretation of history that would 
stimulate the renewal of sociological analysis a decade 
later. Similarly they neglected to make explicit the com- 
mon eighteenth-century presuppositions that lay be- 
hind their own work and the writings of Marx alike. 
This recognition Sorel was never to effect: to the end 
he remained unregenerate in his opposition to the En- 
lightenment. But in the case of Pareto and Croce— as 
we shall subsequently observe— their later writings quite 
clearly suggested a more positive evaluation of^the doc- 
trines they had originally assailed with scorn.* 

To remind the critics of the 1890's of their debt to 
Marxism and at the same time to restate that tradition 
itself in a more self-consciously ‘‘enlightened” form are 
tasks that recur constantly in the Marxist theoietical 
writings of the second and third decades of the new 
century. For it would be incorrect to leave the impres- 
sion that Durkheim and Pareto, Croce and Sorel, by 
absorbing what they required of the Marxian inherit- 
ance into their own thought, had thereby finished it 
off as a living doctrine. In the years just preceding the 
First World War, and in the decade that followed it, 
the ideological body of Marxism remained paradoxically 
alive and growing. 

On the Social Democratic wing of the movement, 
parliamentary leaders such as Leon Blum developed 
the permissive and humanist features that had already 
been implicit in the work of Bernstein. To the “left” 
® See Chapters 6 and 7. 
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of them, precariously balanced between revolutionary 
theory and reformist actuality, the supreme pontiff of 
orthodox Marxism, Karl Kautsky, and the more supple 
Viennese theorists Bauer and Adler strove to keep or- 
ganized Socialism on a course that would combine pro- 
letarian vitality with democratic procedure. On the 
Communist wing, Georg Lukacs gave the traditional 
doctrine a firmer grounding in sociological and philo- 
sophical theory. And in imaginative literature also, nov- 
elists like Remain Rolland and Henri Barbusse found 
in Marxism the intellectual rationale for a humanitar- 
ian revulsion from the horrors of the First World War. 

Of all these twentieth-centiir}^ theon^^ts and practi- 
tioners, the one who gave to Marxist thought its most 
subtle and original turn — the one who attempted the 
most difficult synthesis of its contradictory impulses to- 
ward freedom and tow'ard compulsion— was the pat ion 
saint of the Italian Communist party Antonio Grarnsci 
A generation younger than his countryman Croce, 
Grarnsci was born in 1892 of petty bourgeois parents 
on the island of Sardinia, the most remote and im- 
poverished region of Italy. Throughout his life the Sar- 
dinian influence lemained — in his intimate feeling for 
those who labor close to nature and Ins combination ot 
Tcvolutionaiy' intransigence wnth the em])hasis on hu- 
manist culture characteristic of a highly endowed young 
man growing up in an atmo'^phere alien to thought.® 
Gramsci's childhood had been inordiiiatelv hard: he 
bad gone to work at the age of eleven, and many a 
night he had “wept in secret because his whole bodv 
hurt him.” In long retrospect he was to reflect that he 
had “known almost always only the most bnital aspect 
of life.” ^ 

Yet through diligence and sdf-sacrihcc he bid man 

» Aldo Garosci: "'Totalitansmo e sionctsmo nel pemiew dt 
OramseW" Pensiero politico c stonografia moderna: saggi di stona 
contemporanea, I (Pisa, 1954). P ^ 94 - 

^ Antonio Grarnsci; Lettere dal carcere {Op^re, vol 1) 
(Turin, 1947), p. 207. 
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aged to educate himself and to reach the University of 
Turin. A more dramatic contrast to Sardinia could 
scarcely be imagined: in the early twentieth century, as 
today, the Piedmontese capital took pride in its twin 
position of leadership in culture and in advanced indus- 
trial technique. Both of these aspects of life in Turin 
contributed decisively to the formation of Gramsci's 
thought: at the university he found an intellectual at- 
mosphere of markedly positivist tone in which a reac- 
tion toward Marxism came naturally; in the factories he 
made the acquaintance of intelligent, highly trained, 
and class-conscious workers with whom an intellectual 
like himself — acquainted with poor people from child- 
hood— could maintain a creative exchange of ideas. Out 
of this exchange there emerged just after the war the 
periodical Ordine nuoyo with its imaginative concept 
of spontaneously organized factory^ councils as the pe- 
culiarly Italian form of the coming revolution. 

Hence it was natural that when the Italian Commu- 
nist party split off from the Socialists in 1921, Gramsci's 
circle of Torinese intellectuals and skilled workers 
should have been among the original organizers. And 
it was doubtless a wise choice on the part of the leaders 
of the 1 bird International when, on a visit to Moscow 
the following year, Gramsci was chosen to head the 
Italian party. Yet this position of party leadership at 
Russian direction suggests the crucial difficulty in an 
assessment of Gramsci's career. On the one hand, he 
was an orthodox Communist who invariably referred 
to Lenin with admiration. On the other hand, even be- 
fore Stalin had come into full control, Gramsci ex- 
pressed his misgivings about the course of the intra- 
party struggle within the Soviet Union; it is significant 
that his works in that country have never been absorbed 
into the official Marxist canon.* 

Gramsci's period of leadership was too short, more- 
over, to have given an unequivocal direction to the Ital- 

2 Garosci; **Toialitarismo e storicismo” pp. 195-8, 200-2, 
207-8. 
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ian Communist party. Arrested by Mussolini in 1926, 
he remained in prison until when he emerged 

shattered in health, just three days before his own 
death. It is one of the major ironies of intcrwar history 
that the one man capable of swinging at least part of 
international Communism in the direction of humane 
and tolerant values should have languished a prisoner 
during the decisive years of Stalinist orthodoxy and the 
Popular Front. 

Thus it is only on the fragmentary writings dating 
from his years of imprisonment — more particularly the 
period 1929 to iq^f^—that we can judge him. These 
reveal Gramsci as a Marxist thinker of unparalleled 
range and depth of culture: alongside them, Lenin’s 
theoretical works look crude indeed. And their qualities 
appear still more remarkable when we reflect on the 
desperately diflScult circumstances of their composition: 
restricted in the use of books, subject to all sorts of 
petty inconveiiienccs, plagued with multiple maladies, 
Gramsci was obliged to cast his writings in tlic form of 
letters and brief notes in which the key terms of Marx- 
ist theory were reduced to mere cuplicmisms or filtered 
through a transparent code. 

In these writings the paradoxes within Gramsefs 
thought stand out in startling fashion. In their insist- 
ence on a necessary “hegemony” of the workers and 
ideologically advanced strata of society, they followed 
Lenin to the letter. This notion of “hegemony” was only 
verbally distinct from Leninist practice: it was not 
much more than another euphemism. As happened so 
often in Cramsci’s writings, a totalitarian thought was 
clothed in liberal guise. By hegemony, Gramsci meant 
a situation in which the philosophy and practice of so- 
ciety would fuse — in which inUlicctual direction would 
be accepted as arising naturally out of a situation that 
had been freely recognized as one of revolutionary 
change. Hence there was something innocent about the 
totalitarian aspects of Gramsci's thought. Like Marx 
himself, he failed to draw the final implications of his 
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own thinking, and quite sincerely believed he was aim- 
ing at human liberation. Spiritually he dwelt in the 
prc-1914 world: he never understood totalitarianism in 
its twentieth-century incarnation.® 

In tone and content, then, Gramscfs understanding 
of proletarian dictatorship was quite different from Len- 
in's. He had almost nothing to say about the practical 
problems of political leadership and revolution that had 
riveted his Russian master's attention. What interested 
him was the character of the new culture that would 
develop after the proletarian assumption of power — 
and more particularly the function of intellectuals like 
himself in the socialist society. 

Hence, almost alone among major Communist lead- 
ers, Gramsci took seriously the Marxian notion of a 
'ieap into freedom" as the decisive change from the old 
society to the new. Like Lenin, he criticized the "econ- 
omist,” mechanistic, and determinist interpretations 
that had deformed the original teachings of Marx and 
Engels. He agreed with Lenin in returning to an em- 
phasis on human will and the crucial importance of in- 
dividual initiative. But he was not content to leave the 
problem there: he searched for a definition of the cul- 
tural values that must inspire the leaders of the prole- 
tariat, and the relation of these values to the traditional 
assumptions of the so-calied cultivated classes. This was 
the grand theme of his prison writings. 

^rhe new-type intellectual, Gramsci suggested, would 
no longer be the bearer of a merely literary culture that 
had little regard for popular needs and aspirations: he 
would combine this traditional education with a spe- 
cific technical competence. In thus insisting on the 
necessity of cultural values growing naturally out of the 
requirements of an industrial society, Gramsci re- 
sembled Sorel— an author to whom he returned again 
and again. One was orthodox and one was heretical, 
but they lay close to the same ideological dividing-line. 
Like Sorel, Gramsci was primarily a moralist: he was 
* Ibid., pp. 233, 239, 253-4, 



3 - The Critique of Marxism 103 

searching for that ethical impetus — giving a new qual- 
ity to hfe under socialism — that the former had 
“glimpsed . in a dispersed fashion ” ^ And, like 
Sorel, he was fascinated by the phenomenon of popular 
Catholicism — by the cleavage that ever since the Ren- 
aissance had separated the ideal world of the common 
people from the intellectualist and liberal culture of the 
educated strata. 

In his ethical search, Gramsci was inevitably led to 
assess the work of his most influential fellow country 
man, Benedetto Croce Even moie than Sorcl’s. Croce's 
name recurs constantly in Gramsci’s writings And the 
relationship is a curious one of mi>ed respect and 
blame Gram^'Ci was fond of comparing Marxism to 
the Protestant Reformation or the Enlightenment of 
the eighteenth cciiturv I ike them, he argued it had the 
function of creating a “new integrated culture" of a 
“mass character " Hence it “did not matter that it was 
originally based on 'mediocie philosophical works 
The Marxist writings that would have the “classical 
characteristics of Greek and Renaissance culture" would 
come later Meantime, Gramsci argued in his role as 
a highly educated leader of I' iiropcan thought, Crc:)ce 
was wrong to turn his back on Marxism He was behav 
mg like Erasmus and the other Renaissance humanists 
who were icpcllcd by Luther's crudities Impatient for 
an immediate refinement of thought, Croce refused to 
recognize a new culture in nibrvo he forgot that it 
had taken German Protcstcutism thr*.e c enturi .s to 
produce a Hegel 

Hence, Gramsci contended, b\ viewing Marxist phi- 
losophv as a mere 'parenthesis" in his intellectual life, 
Croce had blinded himself to the potential importance 
of his own thought in the enhure of the future He had 
not onl} refused to recogm/c how much Marxism had 
left with him after his adventures of the 1890 s — he 

* Antonio Ornmsci II matcncili^vw stonco e la filosofia di 
Benedetto Croce {Ofjerc, vol v Turin, 195- ) PP ^ 43 * 

® Ibid , PP 105, JQ9-200, 224-5 
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had also denied himself a truly popular influence. For 
the wider strata of the population, Gramsci reasoned, 
the Crocean philosophy held the promise of raising the 
intellectual level of twentieth-century Marxism in 
the same fashion in which Hegelianism had given to the 
doctrine its original philosophical categories. 

Tlie argument was ingenious but totally ineffective. 
Enunciated in the isolation of a prison sentence, it 
could obviously have no direct influence in its own 
time But now, a generation later, it may serve as a 
reminder— to use Gramsefs own words — of the ‘im 
phcit,’ uniecogni7ed absorptions'* of Marxism that have 
come about through its being a “diffused atmosphere 
which has modified the old ways of thinking through 
actions and reactions that arc not immediately appar- 
ent.” ® And it may further suggest the paradoxical fash- 
ion in which Marxist thought eventually came full cir- 
cle In Grains».i*s hands the doctrine returned to its 
ideah^'t beginnings It was m the consciousness of intel- 
lectuals alone, he recognized, that the great social ideas 
had their origin They did not spring spontaneously 
from material conditions and economic relationships. 
They had an irreducible autonomy of their owm And 
their relationship to popular consciousness was neither 
necessary nor automatic indeed, it offered the central 
problem in the interpretation of contemporary society. 
The final pathos of Gramsci's work lies in its combi- 
nation of ideological certainty — a mnetecnth-century 
inheritance — with a recognition of the problematical 
character of all intellectual endea\or that is entirely of 
our own time. 


• Ibid , p 83. 
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The Recovery of the Unconscious 


I. The Philosophical and Scientific Setting 

F or the social thinkers wliosc central concern was the 
problem of unconscious motivation— for Bergson 
and Freud and Jung— the example of Nietzsche v^ould 
logically seem to be paiainount. Certainly, as 1 have 
already suggested, tlicii words echo in quas> scientific 
and explicit form what Nietzsche had discovered 
through poetic insight; the more systematic of his writ- 
ings dating from the late 1 68 o\s— Beyond Good and 
Evil and The (genealogy of Mordfs— contain a theory 
of natural “drives,” of rationalizations, of sexual mas- 
ochism and sublimation, of guilt as a product of cul- 
tural thwarting, which readily translates itself into 
Freudian terms; and the Nietzschcan notion of a “will 
to power” seems to be quite :iuse to what Freud lalcr 
called the “libido” and Bergson termed the '*elan vital/' 
Yet the paradoxical fact is that the direct influence of 
Nietzsche on these great successors was almost nil. 
There is no evidence that Bergson ever profited by his 
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example.^ And Freud, although he admired Nietzsche, 
occasionally quoted him, and declared that ‘'he had a 
more penetrating knowledge of himself than any other 
man who ever lived or was ever likely to live/' firmly 
maintained that Nietzsche had not influenced his own 
ideas. Abstract philosophy was not to his taste; “he 
had tried to read” Nietzsche, “but found his thought so 
rich that he renounced the attempt.” Mt is only when 
we come to Jung that we find a specific Nietzschean in- 
heritance. 

The same is true for Schopenhauer. Indeed, what 
strikes one about both Bergson and Freud is the extent 
to which they worked without reference to the more 
obvious influences of their predecessors and contem- 
poraries. Like so many original thinkers, they were not 
interested in finding the sort of respectable philosophi- 
cal pedigree that has proved reassuring to lesser men: 
after a certain point in their work, they grew impatient 
of systematic research. Hence we find that their ideas 
parallel rather than directly reflect a philosoplTical and 
scientific cuirent with which they had much in com- 
mon— the thinking in terms of hypothesis and conven- 
ient fiction associated with such men as Ernst Mach, 
Henri Poincare, and Hans Vaihinger. Of such meth- 
odological influence Bergson and Freud show almost 
no trace: it is with Pareto and Sorcl, rather, that it first 
becomes manifest. 

More particularly, the theories of Mach and Vai- 
hingcr offered a possible way out of the positivist and 
anti-positivist antithesis. Yet neither Bergson nor Freud 
—for quite different reasons— was especially interested 
m this sort of help. Both of them skirted rather than 
directly faced the central philosophical issue posed by 
“fictional” thinking. Bergson had early taken his stand 

^ Genevieve Bianquis: Nietzsche en France (Paris, 1929), p. 
100. 

2 Ernest Jones; The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, II: 
Years of Maturity 1901-1919 (New York, 1955), p. 344. 
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against positivism and ‘‘scienticism'’: this radical oppo- 
sition became his main intellectual stock-in-trade, and 
there would have been no point in his allowing it to 
be whittled away by a more conciliatory attitude. More- 
over, the basis of Mach's and Vaihingcr's doctrines was 
Kantian, and Bergson had declared in his first book 
that Kant's epistemology was fundamentally mistaken.® 
In Freud's case, as we shall shortly observe, the ultimate 
metaphysical and epistemological problems were never 
really confronted: Freud did not believe that his own 
theory of the mind required explicit philosophical but- 
tressing. 

Yet eventually these ultimate questions would press 
to the fore. The problems that Bergson and h'reud 
merely side-stepped worried Sorcl deeply, and forced 
even the anti-metaphysical Pareto into sonic careful 
programmatic pronouncements. Neither, however, suc- 
ceeded in applying the ‘"fictional" approadi to the study 
of society in a fashion that would prove satisfactory to 
subsequent investigatois. Too much of a traditional re- 
spect for scientific categories remained. Only with Max 
Weber do we reach a theory of fictions that has had 
enough internal consistency to maintain itself as a per- 
manent contribution to social thought. 

In this metaphysical and epistemological context, 
Kantianism offered the bridge across which the most 
diverse contradictions could be reconciled. Both the 
positivists and their oppon( .its respected the same 
master. Throughout the niiutcenth cciitiuy virtually 
every educated German had cut his philosophical teeth 
on Kant. The same was true in Fiance after the war 01 
1870, when German influence triumphed in the philos- 
ophy curriculum of the lycees. Mach himself has re- 
called how at the age of fifteen his first acquaintance 

^ Essai sur les donnees immedidtcs de la conscience (Paris, 
1889), authorized translation by F. L. Pogson as lime and hree 
Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (Lon- 
don and New York, 1910), Conclusion. 
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with Kant '*made ... a powerful and ineffaceable im- 
pression upon me, the like of which I never afterwards 
experienced in any of my philosophical reading/' * 

From Kant, Mach went on to Schopenhauer and 
Berkeley, from whom he learned that it was possible to 
philosophize without postulating an essence or ‘*thing 
in itself/' On this "'sensationalist" basis, he proceeded 
to formulate his own theory of knowledge. In his long 
career as a professor of physics and the philosophy of 
science, first in Prague (1867-95) and then in Vienna 
(1895-1902), Mach refined the original naive positivist 
viewpoint almost beyond recognition. While adhering 
to a "‘rigorously positive" attitude toward scientific the- 
ory, he discarded the mechanistic and quasi-matenal- 
istic explanations that were so popular in his own day. 
The whole concept of substance, he suggested, was un- 
necessary: human experience could be explained more 
simply and efficiently in terms of sensations. And to- 
ward the end of his career he evolved more gnd more 
toward a philosophical subjectivism. Mach was not al- 
ways totally clear in what he meant by scientific laws. 
At one moment they seemed to consist of "comprehen- 
sive descriptions ' of "facts": at another time they were 
simply "guides for our mental activity." It is in this lat- 
ter guise, however, that Mach has chiefly impressed 
subsequent scientific investigators. 

Before James, Mach proclaimed that the truth 
of our knowledge, even scientific knowledge, con- 
sists in its efficacy in giving a practical account of 
facts . . . , and ultimately in its utility for life. 

Before Poincar^, he showed that the principles 
on which our mathematical and natural sciences 
rest are only conventional hypotheses, which rec- 
ommend themselves by their convenience. 

* Die Analyse der Empfindungen und das Verhaltnis des 
Physischen zum Psychischen, fifth edition (Jena, 1906), trans- 
lated by C. M. Williams and Sydney Waterlow as The Analysis 
of Sensations and the Relation of the Physical to the Psychical 
(Chicago and I^ndon, 1914), p. ^on. 



4 * The Recovery of the Unconscious 109 

Before . . . Bergson, he pointed out that if real- 
ity is a constantly moving process of “becoming,'' 
the function of our intelligence is to immobilize 
it through words and concepts that seize only what 
is permanent and identical in the flow of phe- 
nomena.® 

It seems almost incredible that Freud should have 
drawn so little on the work of Mach. The latter's Anal 
ysis of Sensations had first appeared in 1886, at the 
period when Freud, under Brcuer's influence, was turn- 
ing from neurology to clinical psychology. From the 
mid-nineties to the older man's death in 1916, the two 
were fellow townsmen in Vienna and, eventually, uni- 
versity colleagues. But by the time Mach reached Vi- 
enna, Freud's course was already set: he was no longer 
questioning his scientific postulates or reaching out for 
suggestions from philosophy. 

It was not so much through Mach as through Poin- 
care that the notion of science as conventional hypothe- 
sis began to reach the attention of the more speculative 
social thinkers. Born just after the middle of the cen- 
tury — two years earliei than Freud, and five years before 
Bergson— Henri Poincare before the age of thirU was 
already established in a chair at the University of Pans. 
During the three decades from the early 18^'s to his 
death in 1912, he ranked as France's most influential 
natural scientist. Mathematician, astronomer, and phys- 
icist all in one, Poincar^ possessed in addition a graceful 
literary style. He was admirably equipped to pass on to 
the wider reading public the results of the enormous 
work of self-criticism in physics and astronomy that had 
substituted for the earlier certainties of the Newtonian 
universe the notion of alternative and even contradic- 
tory explanations. 

But this wider public pounced all too eagerly on what 

® Robert Bouvicr' Ld Pensee d^Ernst Mach: Essai de bio- 
graphic intellectuelle et de critique (Paris, 19^3) » PP* 

132, 306, 321, 325-6. 
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he had offered. The logicians and literary men pushed 
Poincare's theories to the extreme of paradox.® It was 
perhaps for this reason that Bergson referred only rarely 
to his great contemporary, and Sorel rebuked him for 
having ''expressed doubts on the reality of science." 
Pareto alone of the major social thinkers of the early 
twentieth century drew explicit profit from Poincare's 
scientific precepts. 

Similarly, Pareto and Freud were the only ones to re- 
flect, even by implication, Hans Vaihingcr's celebrated 
definition of knowledge in terms of "as if." * Of all the 
philosophical formulas that we have been reviewing, 
Vaihingcr’s came the closest to providing social thought 
with the highly flexible criterion of investigation it re- 
quired: his notion of a fiction in science was approxi- 
mately the same as what Weber was to call an "ideal 
type." But Vaihingcr’s work remained almost unknown 
for the greatet part of his academic life. This neglect 
was owing to the fact that his major work, The Phi- 
losophy of 'As If\ although its first version had been 
completed as early as 1877, was not published until 
1911, when its author was nearly sixty years old. 

Like Mach, Vaihinger had come to philosophy by 
way of Kant, Schopenhauer, and the English empiri- 
cists. Actually his views closely paralleled those of 
Mach, particularly in the latter’s final and most sub- 
jective stage, but he persisted in referring to Mach as a 
positivist. His own position, on the other hand, he 
variously defined as "positivist idealism," "idealistic 
positivism," '‘critical positivism," or even "logical posi- 
tivism"— the last of which anticipated a philosophical 
school that was to rise to major importance after the 

® L^on Husson, Ulntellectualimie de Bergsoji: Genise et 
ddveloppement de la notion bergsonienne d* intuition (Paris, 
1947), p. 89. 

^ See Chapters 5 and 7. 

* G. H. Bousquet, Vilfr^do Pareto: sa vie et son oeuvre (Paris, 
1928), pp. 32, 163; Sigmund Ficud; Die Zukunft einer Illusion 
(Vienna, 1927), translated by W. D. Robson-Scott as The Fu- 
ture of an Illusion, Anchor edition (New York, 1957), p. 49. 
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First World War. Most of Vaihinger's book did no 
more than to spin out in longer and more explicit form 
a view of the fictional character of intellectual generali- 
zations that had come to be common property in the 
first decade of the twentieth century. But Vaihinger 
went one step beyond this. He drew a sharp distinc- 
tion between ''fiction” and "hypothesis” — concepts that 
tended to blur in the work of Mach and Poincar^, "The 
real difference between the two,” Vaihinger argued, "is 
that the fiction is a mere auxiliary' construct, a circui- 
tous approach, a scaffolding afterwards to be demol- 
ished, while the hypothesis looks forward to being defi- 
nitely established. The former is artificial, the latter 
natural. What is untenable as an hypothesis can often 
render excellent service as a fiction.” ® 

By this means Vaihinger accomplished the trick of 
keeping a foot in both camps. His insistence on the 
"natural” character of scientific hypothes'es aligned him 
with the positivists. His emphasis on the artificiality of 
fictions opened the way to the bold imaginative con- 
structions of their enemies. But for the most part Vai- 
hinger's notion of an irremediable distinction between 
hypothesis and fiction failed to hold up: subsequent 
social thinkers were content to treat the two as roughly 
equivalent — just as they simplified the issue by clas- 
sifying Mach as the positivist and Vaihinger as the 
pragmatist among their forebjars. In so doing, they dis- 
played a greater receptivity tc William James's pragma- 
tism than to what Vaihinger had called "fictionalism.” 

Here again Vaihinger had been careful to draw a dis- 
tinction. He was willing to grant that pragmatism had 
"done something to prepare the grouiici” for the recep- 
tion of his own views. "In practice,” he recognized, 
"they may find much in common.” But "in principle” 
they were "diametrically opposed”: pragmatism equated 
usefulness with truth; "fictionalism,” on the other hand, 

» Die Philosophic des Als ob (Berlin, iQii), translated by 
C. K. Ogden as The Philosophy of "As If (London, 1924), pp. 
xxvii-xxx, xxxiv, xli, 64, 88, 163. 
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maintained that the two questions were separate—that 
an idea might be palpably false but nonetheless have 
‘'great practical importance/' ^ 

Once again Vaihinger was arguing in vain. After the 
turn of the century the influence of William James be- 
gan its triumphant progress. I doubt whether ever be- 
fore or since an American thinker has enjoyed such 
prestige on the European Continent. For with the ad- 
vent of James— with the publication of his Varieties of 
Religious Experience in 1902, and more particularly 
with the Pragmatism of 1907— the intellectual horizon 
suddenly seemed to clear: everything became simple, 
direct, unequivocal. No longer was it necessary to break 
one's head over Kantian metaphysics and Teutonic 
hair-splitting. The sage from the New World had once 
for all displayed how the most vexing problems of tra- 
ditional philosophy were simply not worth the trouble 
of worrying over them. 

In the course of the present study we shall find the 
name of William James bobbing up again and again. 
We shall find Weber referring to him in connection 
with his own religious studies, Pareto objecting to his 
casual attitude toward science, Sorel hailing him as a 
philosophical savior. With Bergson, James shared a cult 
of mutual admiration. When the American philosopher 
greeted the appearance of Bergson's Creative Evolution 
as "divine" and a "marvel," the latter returned the com- 
pliment by describing Pragmatism as an "arresting and 
charming" work. For James, Bergson was the "Coper- 
nicus" who had effected a revolution in philosophy: for 
Bergson, James was a man whom it was a “joy" to know, 
who ardently loved truth and sought it with a "pas- 
sion." ^ In the annals of philosophy it is difficult to find 

^ ''Preface to the English Edition/’ ibid., p viii. 

2 Jacques Chevalier; Bergson, revised edition (Paris, 1948), p. 
58; Henri Bergson: **Sur le Pragmatisme de William James, 
Viriti et rdaliW* (1911), La Pens^e et le mouvant: Essais et 
conferences (Paris, 1934), PP- the correspondence 

between Bergson and James, see Ralph Barton Perry; The 
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two men so different in intellectual origin and tempera- 
ment who were bound together by such profound es- 
teem. 

Between James and Freud, the respect was more one- 
sided. We have no evidence that the latter ever profited 
from reading James’s psychological works: he was not 
given to the study of academic psychology. But on 
James’s side the token of regard was unqualified and 
deeply touching. When in 1909 Freud gave the lectures 
at Clark University that for the first time were to spread 
his fame beyond the circle of the convinced adherents 
of psychoanalysis, James, although fatally ill himself, 
came to hear him. At the close of the lecture series, he 
told the visitor from Vienna: “The future of psychology 
belongs to your work.” * There is no more dramatic mo- 
ment in the intellectual history of our time. 


II. Bergson and the Uses of Intuition 

Does Bergson really belong in a study of social thought? 
Freud’s place is obvious, but in Bergson’s case it may 
be argued that he was, after all, primarily a meta- 
physician, and that his present-day influence is almost 
nil. All this is true— but at the same time the conscien- 
tious historian of ideas is obliged to give some account 
of Bergson’s forays into morJ speculation, and to try 
to explain why it was that he vas so highly regarded in 
his own time. In the intellectual critique of the 1890’s 
Bergson figured on the extreme *‘intuitionist” wing. 
And it was in this guise that those social thinkers who 
took him seriously — men like Sorel and P(Sguy — be- 
lieved that his teachings could be applied to the discus- 
sion of human affairs. A consideration of Bergson, then, 
may be the best way to assess the potentialities of the 

Thought- and Character of William James (Boston, 1935), Ih 
605-34. 

• Jones: Freud, II, 57. Contrast the account in Perry. William 
James, II, 122-3. 
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intuitive approach to the study of society in the quarter- 
century preceding the First World War. 

Up until the severe illness that crippled his intellec- 
tual activity in the last twenty years of his life, Berg- 
son's career had been a succession of triumphs. We 
have seen already how he had received the best sec- 
ondary education that Paris provided and made a bril- 
liant record at the Ecole Normale Superieure. There 
followed the usual teaching assignments at a number of 
provincial lycees, a transfer to Paris, and three years as 
maitre de conferences at Normale itself — the three 
critical years of the Dreyfus case, during which P6guy 
was his student. In 1900 Bergson was appointed to the 
chair of philosophy at the College de France— a posi- 
tion of even greater eminence than a professorship at 
the Sorbonne. He was subsequently elected to the 
French Academy and received the Nobel Prize for lit- 
erature. Therfe were apparently no further honors left 
to attain. The friend of Bergson's youth who gave the 
address of welcome to the Academy in 1918 recalled of 
him: ‘'You were already famous. You have always been 
famous. You know how — with what intense curiosity — 
one looks, the first time one sees a famous man or even 
a famous child; the picture is forever engraved in the 
memory. ' * 

And that was how the general public felt, particularly 
after the publication of Creative Evolution in 1907. 
Bergson's lectures became major events. Tourists and 
society ladies flocked to them, as to one of the sights of 
the capital. And Bergson did not disappoint his audi- 
tors : he lectured 

without a note, ... his forehead enormous, his 
bright eyes . . . like two lights under his thick 
eyebrows, and his features of a delicacy that em- 
phasizes the power of his forehead and the im- 
material radiance of his thought. He speaks as 
slowly, nobly, and regularly as he writes, with an 


* Quoted in Chevalier: Bergson, p. 37. 
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extraordinary sureness and a surprising precision, 
with caressing, musical intonations. . . . The form 
is ... so perfect . . . that one scarcely detects its 
artfulness . . . : it is [the perfection] of a philoso- 
pher who thinks that “even in its most profound 
analyses and highest syntheses, philosophy should 
speak the language of every day." 

People left the auditorium with a sense of “liberation." 
They felt uplifted in the spirit as in the mind. Of all 
the intellectual innovators of the iSqo's, Bergson W'as 
the one with the greatest charisma^ the one whose di- 
rect personal influence was most compelling. 

As an apologist for the values of sentiment and of 
the spirit, Bergson was in lineal descent from a tradition 
in French thought that since the seventeenth century 
had kept up a tranquil, insistent, sometimes almost 
stifled opposition to the dominant current ^f Cartesian 
rationalism. Through his own philosophical master 
Boutroux, through the latter's master Lachclier, 
through the early nineteciith-ccntury metaphysician 
Maine de Biran, Bergson's antecedents tiaced back ul- 
timately to Pascal. Like Pascal he was to oppose !he 
“esprit de finesse'" to the ruling "'esprit de geometric” 
and to give to religion a fiankly non-intellectual justifi- 
cation that might be on the edge of heresy, but that 
proved supremely attractive to the youth of the early 
1900's. 

Bergson's aggressive anti-positivism— like so many po- 
lemical positions— arose from a repudiation of an earlier 
allegiance. At the lycee his love had been mathematics, 
and at Normale, as we have seen, he was suspected of 
being a mechanist in his thinking, even, perhaps, a ma- 
terialist. And it was true that he had fallen under the 
spell ( if it is possible to speak of the spell of so pedes- 
trian a thinker) of the ubiquitous Herbert Spencer.® 
But one day in his late twenties— he was then teaching 

“ Ibid., p. 55, 

« ** Introduction,*" Pens^e et mouvant, p. 2. 
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at Clermont-Ferrand, the native city of Pascal— Berg- 
son was taking his customary afternoon walk, having 
just explained to his pupils the teachings of Zeno and 
the Eleatic school, when the central intuition out of 
which his whole subsequent philosophy was to grow, 
quite suddenly came to him. For the following half- 
century Bergson was to follow through the infinitely 
ramifying implications of one simple flash of under- 
standing. 

The starting-point of his line of argument was Zeno's 
famous paradox of Achilles' race with the tortoise: by 
dividing into constantly smaller segments the course of 
both man and beast, the worthy pre-Socratic had proved 
the impossibility of Achilles' ever catching up. The ob- 
vious absurdity of all this from the standpoint of com- 
mon sense suggested to Bergson that the reason why 
the paradox had never been satisfactorily refuted might 
be that it had always been approached in the wrong 
terms. And from here it was only a short step to ques- 
tioning the whole basis of mechanistic and mtcllectual- 
ist thinking. What w^as wrong with this approach, Berg- 
son reasoned, was that it confused motion with distance 
traversed, and time with space. Hence it could express 
the former only in terms of the latter. Time and space, 
Bergson argued, were radically incommensurable con- 
cepts. And, as usually practiced, natural science and 
logic succeeded in talking only of space— or of matter, 
its metaphysical double — never of time in the sense of 
experienced continuity. 

This time-as-experience Bergson termed duration. In 
his first two books, the Essay on the Immediate Data 
of ConsciousJiesSy published in 1889, and Matter and 
Memory, of 1897, he analyzed the meaning of the term 
and its implications for the human consciousness. Du- 
ration, Bergson contended, could be sensed and under- 
stood only through introspection: only through a con- 
centration on one's own consciousness could one arrive 
at a realization of human experience in its fullness and 
actuality— not as it was customarily chopped up into 
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discrete portions. And this process of sympathetic com- 
prehension was what was commonly called intuition. 
As Bergson expressed it in his essay “An Introduction 
to Metaphysics/' published in 1903, which summarized 
in compact form his intellectual progress up to that 
date: 

There is one reality, at least, which we all seize 
from within, by intuition and not by simple analy- 
sis. It is our own personality in its flowing through 
time—our self which endures. We may sympathize 
intellectually with nothing else, but we certainly 
sympathize with our own selves. . . . 

Our intelligence ... can place itself within 
. . . mobile reality, and adopt its ceaselessly chang- 
ing direction; in short, can grasp it by means of 
that intellectual sympathy which we call intuition. 
This is extremely difficult. I’he mind has to do vio- 
lence to itself, has to reverse the direction of the 
operation by which it habitually thinks. . . . But 
in this way it will a^-tain to fluid concepts, capable 
of following rcaht) in all its sinuosities and of 
adopting the very movement of the inward life of 
things. 

Thus would it be possible to catch the flux of reality, 
as it were, on the wing— instead of freezing it, as was 
customarily done, into stable, ready-made categories. 
And, further, the philosopher would be able to accom- 
plish whai Kant and the othc . had ruled out as un- 
attainable: to tranrceiid the symbolical world of i.at- 
ural science— the mere understanding of a phenomenon 
in terms of something else — and to arrive at absolute 
knowledge.^ 

In Bergson's hands time becMue a positive concept. 
It ceased to be the mere source ct “change and decay" 

7 ** Introduction d la mStaphysique* {Pensee et moavant^ pp. 
177—227), authorized translation by T. E. Hulmc as An Intro- 
duction to Metaphysics, new edition (New York, 1949), pp 24, 
50. 53- 
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that poets and thinkers had tried to hold back through 
the quest for immortality, and was established as the 
vehicle of spontaneous creation. To apply this new 
time-sense to the realm of values in life and society was 
the task that Bergson set himself in his last two major 
works, Creative Evolution and Two Sources of Moral- 
ity and Religion, 

The first of these, although it was the book that made 
its author famous, from the intellectual standpoint was 
less impressive than its predecessors. To put it un- 
charitably, it was a kind of majestic biological fantasy. 
Building out from the metaphysical positions estab- 
lished in Bergson’s earlier work, it equated intuition 
with the instinct of the animal world and postulated an 
all-pervading vital impulse, an elan vital that came 
‘'gushing out unceasingly . . . from an immense reser- 
voir of life.” It further expressed the resolve that the 
‘'philosophy of intuition’’ would set “the life of the 
body . . . where it really is, on the road that leads to 
the life of the spirit.” "All the living,” Bergson pro- 
claimed, "hold together, and all yield to the same tre- 
mendous push. . . . And the whole of humanity . . . 
is one immen^fc armv galloping beside and before and 
behind each of us in an overwhelming chaige able to 
beat down ever)' resistance and clear the most formi- 
dable obstacles, perhaps even death.” ® 

Creative Evolution was a repetitious and elusive 
work. Its argument rested on a series of exceedingly 
shaky biological analogies, and Bergson’s word magic 
only just succeeded in concealing its logical insuffi- 
ciencies. Its underlying drift, however, was quite clear. 
Bergson had already set his course toward that suave 
advocacy of "higher” spiritual and moral values, that 
coquetting with the idea of personal immortality, which 
at the end of his life was to bring him into whole- 

® L' Evolution crdatrice (Paris, 1907), authorized translation 
by Arthur Mitchell as Creative Evolution, Modem Library edi- 
tion (New York, 1944), pp. 270, 293, 295. 
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hearted sympathy if not actual communion with the 
Roman Catholic Church. 

How far this evolution had gone was not made ex- 
plicit until a quarter-century later with the publication 
of Two Sources of Morality and Religion,^ But in the 
meantime the younger generation had taken the hint. 
The long'deferied appearance of Bergson's last major 
work proved that his more enthusiastic auditors had 
been quite correct in treating his message as a religious 
one and in rushing headlong from his Icctuie hall to 
throw themselves at the feet of a priest.^ And it also 
sho\sed that Pcauv had been right 111 defending Berg- 
son against his Catholic critics. It was futile, Peguy had 
argued, to trs^ to prevent the students m the seminaries 
from reading luni. indeed, tlic lesult would be self 
defeating; were Bcigson to be put on the Index, it 
w^ould be Spencer rather tlian Saint 'J’homas whe would 
be the gamer. As j convert to Catliolicism^ Peguy c cor- 
rectly saw til at Bergson’s line of reasoning, which pio- 
fessed to meet inodcTii science on its own ground, 
offered the best j^ossiblc avenue for winning back to 
religious belief a generation that had been suckled on 
positivLMn— tliat beneath all the surface divergences 
tlicre wa,-* a profound ' paiailcl between . . . the tea U- 
ing of the Church . . . and the IheoiiCS ... of mem- 
ory and habit that arr one of the irreversible conquests 
of Bcrgsoiuan thought, ’ ^ 

On Ins death m 1941 Bergson gave the final confirma- 
tion. His last will revealed tlia. it was only a sense of 
solidarity with the sufferings ot nis Jewish co-rchgiomsts 
under Nazi rule that held him back from formally ad- 

» See Chapter 10. 

^ See Chapter 9. 

2 Note conjomte (FYguy’s last work, con'pnsing; “Note mr 
M. Bergson et la philosophic bcrgsovieniie* and “Note conjointe 
sur M Descaites et la philosophte caru ^.enne/* the former oiigi- 
nallv published in the Cahiers de la Qutnzatne, April 26, 1914, 
the latter left unfinished at his death) (Paris, 1935)' PP- 
300-1 . 
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hering to Catholicism, and he asked that a priest read 
the prayers at his funeral.® 

To a social scientist or to a student of social thought 
in a more discursive sense, Bergson presents a consider- 
able puzzle. His work is a curious combination of poetic 
flights of fancy and a specifically French logic and clar- 
ity: it is the artistic fusion of the two that explains its 
persuasiveness and its almost magical appeal. Basically 
what Bergson did was to codify in quaskscientific termi- 
nology certain central truths about human experience 
that the great religious mystics had always known. 

Except for William James, the other leading philoso- 
phers of the day were almost unanimous in opposing 
him - both George Santayana and Bertrand Russell have 
attacked Bergson as a man who simply could not reason 
straight. For Jnlicn Benda, Bergson was an intellectual 
trickster, a philosopher of sensualism and action, whose 
salon popularity betrayed the vice of his whole system. 
To demolish Bergson's philosophy from the*standpoint 
of logic— Aristotelian oi mathematical, as the case 
might be — was nothing very difficult to accomplish. '‘I’o 
criticize an intuitive philosophy is so easy’'— Bergson 
wrote in his own defense— ‘‘that it will always tempt 
the beginner.” * 

Systematic logic is not the field of the present study. 
From our standpoint, it is more relevant to ask whether 
Bergson's intuitive approach can justify itself by its ac- 
complishments in practice. Can a “fluid” philosophy, 
which aims to establish an actual communion between 
the human mind and the realm of external reality, add 
something to our knowledge that is lacking in the tra- 
ditional metaphysics, with its categorical distinction 
between reality and idea? Here Benda's polemic hit the 
mark. Intuition, he claimed, could add nothing. If Bcrg- 
sonism, like any mystical doctiine, were to remain 
“faithful to its principle,” it could “logically do noth- 

3 Chevalier; Bergson^ pp. xv-xvi. 

* ** Introduction j'* Pensee et mouvant, p. 33. 
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ing more than utter simple negations or mere cries of 
enthusiasm/’ * It could not explain anything: indeed, in 
trying to explain himself at all, Bergson had become as 
“intellectualist” as his enemies. 

Before granting Benda’s point, however, it is only 
fair to add that Bergson conscientiously believed that 
he had discovered something new, that he w'as not 
merely repeating in a more scientific terminology what 
the mystics had always said. He has told ns that he 
hesitated a long time before adopting the term '‘intui- 
tion/* whose use by the German Romantic philoso- 
phers in a sense of radical opposition to rational in- 
telligence was quite different from what he himself 
intended. Far from being the negation of intelligence, 
Bergson explained, intuition, in the sense in which he 
employed the term, was its parallel and complement. 
Far from having proposed an anti-scientific philosophy 
in the Romantic liadition, he had laised science to an 
even loftier height than had positivism itself.® Bergson's 
expositors have echoed this self-defense: in their view, 
Bergson insisted so strongly on the virtues of intuition 
only because the preceding age had vested its whole 
trust in the intellect. Hence there was inevitably ‘‘a 
certain lack of balance . , . m bis wwk/' With the ^ d- 
ance properly restored, however, Bergson’s intuition can 
appear in its true g^’^se ’s “not aiffi intellectual but 
supra-intellectual: it docs not exempt us from tlic w^ork 
of the intellect; it completes this work, and in complet- 
ing it, it presupposes it/’ ^ 

This is the sense in which Sorel and Peguy un- 
derstood the term. For Peguy, Bergson’s supreme 
achievement had been to assault at its center the literal- 
mindedness of tlic mtellectuahst philosophies. In a 
"Napoleonic maneuver,” Bergson had aimed "to wedge 

® Robert J. Niess; Julien Benda {Ann Arbor, Mich., 1956), 
p. 117. 

** '‘Introduction ” Pens^e et mouvant, pp. 25, 71, 

7 Chevalier. Bergson, pp. 503, 305; see also Ilusson- Ulntel- 
lectualtsme de Bergson, pp. 12, 214, 224'-5. 
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himself into the enemy’s very heart, and then to defeat 
him in detail wherever he might appear.” * TTius from 
the central Bergsonian intuition all sorts of applications 
would open up. Sorel was more explicit in his expecta- 
tions. Taking his cue from a passage in Creative Evolu- 
tion in which Bergson had argued that human logic 
grew out of the fact that men were “born artisans,” 
Sorel pointed out the “remarkable . . . analogies” be- 
tween Bergsonism and historical materialism— which 
were all the more noteworthy since the author of Crea- 
tive Evolution was not yet familiar with the work of 
Marx. “One cannot be too grateful” to Bergson, Sorel 
commented, “for having tried to make our contempo- 
raries understand the necessity of adapting their mode 
of thought to their revolutionary conditions of life.” ® 

In short, Sorel found in Bergson support for his own 
contention that a new society would inevitably arise 
out of neWt techniques and new conditions of labor. 
But in the end— like all his other masters— Bergson dis- 
appointed hirn.’^ Shortly after the pnblicaticya of Crea- 
tive Evolution, Sorel expressed the hope that its author 
would stop tryaiig to apply his philosophy to the realm 
of natural <:cK*nce and would turn instead toward “the 
great social u^ovements.” A few ycais latci, however, he 
was obliged to admit that Bergson had not followed 
his advice: the latter had, rather, found his greatest 
success lu the field of religion.^ In the end, Sorel came 
to the unexpected conclusion that it was “musical in- 
fluences, above all” that ga\e Bergsonism its particular 
character. “In pointing out the family relationship that 
exists between music and Bergson's philosophy, one 
creates grave doubts as to the latter's continuing life. 

* Note conjointe, pp. 20, 93, 270. 

® Creative Evolution, pp. 1^2-5; Georges Sorel ^'Critique de 
V ‘Evolution creatnee,' De VUtihte du pragniatisme (Pans, 
1921), pp. ',93, 416. 

^ See Chapter 5 

2 Pierre Andreu : “Bergson et Sorel/' Les Etudes bergsonienneSj 
III (Paris, 19^2 j, pp 48, 50. 
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It IS not likely that it will disappear as a mere fad, in 
the way that its detractors claim. But it might very well 
have significance only as a transition ® 

I’hus the most eminent of Bergson's disciples was fi- 
nally driven to admit that his master's woik had found 
no useful application in social theoiv fc^r Soicl, Bcig- 
sonism was a w'a\ >lation to Jamesian piagmatisrn He 
hdd correctly seen that Bergson's importance was little 
more than "'transitional ” W'^ith the passage ot the ^ea^s 
after the publication of Great nc Lvolution^ the con 
viction had gradually been borne in upon him that 
nothing constructive would develop out of the Berg- 
soman phdo'.ophv In 19^4, rcgu\ diccb leaMii^ as his 
sole tribute to his piiiloso])hicn] IMa^tcr a collection ot 
fragmtntar\ nol<’s and suggestn^us Other Bcrgsonians 
\oiiiiger than Pcgu\ and far soimgcr tlian Sore!, began 
to appiv tlic doc tune to the politics of reaction, of 
which Bergson himself, as a good democrat thoroughly 
disapproved ^ Bv the end of the bust World Wai the 
professed Beigsonians had gone in all possible direc 
tioiis besi the one comsc of spiritual elc\ation within 
d free sc».,icty winch tlic author of the doctrine was to 
advocate m hiN *ast buok 

JVlore(i\cr, in taking ins tinai stand witli Wilh on 
James ratlier than with Bergson. Sortl was simply tol 
lowing the Ingic of the situahoii. lo tiie extent that it 
actiiaik could be applied to tlie studv of socictv, Berg- 
soinsin— in its empiiusis on the Hind chaiactcr of reality 
— could be coiiMdcred the cq walent of piagmatisrn. 
And in tins realm fames was tlu clearer think< r Unhke 
Bcigsoii he did nut push his case too fai bs laving a 
claim to “absulutc' knowledge Indeed, the wHiole idea 
would have stiuck fames is verv odd indeed And the 
absolute was the las^ thing m winch n (^»t social scicn 
lists were interested 

' “Cntique de V "Evolution cr^atnee,' Pra^mati!>me, pp 449. 
45 ^ 

* See Chapter 9 
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There were at least two other directions in which 
Bergson's philosophy could serve as a transition. The 
emphasis on duration — on the radical incompatibility 
between the method of natural science and the method 
of intuitive sympathy or inner understanding— led di- 
rectly into the problem of historical knowledge. What 
the Germans called Verstehen, what Croce called the 
'lightning-flash” of historical comprehension— these 
things were implicit in the Bergsonian metaphysics.* 
But few practicing historians or students of society 
chose to come to them via the Bergsonian route. An 
even closer afEliation might logically be found to the 
Freudian theory of psychoanalysis: what Bergson re- 
ferred to as the deeper layers of consciousness, in which 
the logic of space and number did not apply, Freud 
more precisely termed the unconscious. And in so do- 
ing, Freud opened up a realm of knowledge into which 
Bergson had merely peeped. The new understanding of 
memory and habit that Peguy had hailed as one of 
Bergson's “irreversible conquests” had in reality been 
no more than a glimpse from afar: the actual conquest 
was Freud’s. 

Although there arc striking parallels between the the- 
ories of Bergson and those of Frcild, the two bear no 
organic relation to each other. If the former’s second 
book, Matter and Memory, said some of the same 
things about the imperishability of recollection that 
Freud was to develop more systematically two years 
later in his Interpretation of Dreams, it was little more 
than a dramatic coincidence and a sign that a certain 
idea was “in the air.” Freud owed nothing to Bergson, 
and the latter apparently did not learn of Freud’s work 
until after the First World War. But in the meantime 
they had covered much of the same ground. Both had 
arrived at their theories of unconscious memory through 
the scientific study of aphasia, or speech impairment. 
Both had come by way of physiology to an essentially 
immaterial concept of the human consciousness. As 
® See Chapters 6 and 8. 
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Bergson himself wrote toward the end of his life: “Our 
idea of a total conservation of the past . . . has more 
and more found its empirical verification in the vast 
mass of experiments undertaken by the disciples of 
Freud.” ® 

In i9^4r when these words were published, Freud’s 
immortality was already established and Bergson was 
nearly forgotten: in the history of psychoanalytic the- 
oiy he did not even rank as a great precursor. 


III. Sigmund Freud: Epistemology and Metaphysics 

“Is, then, Freud a metaphysician? Yes. but he does not 
know it.” Thus quipped Kgon Fncdcll, who tor onct 
knew what he was talking about 

For Freud did indeed have a nietaphysic and a theory 
of knowledge, as he had a coherent philusoph> of so- 
ciety. But they W'cre only implicit: both Freud’s formal 
philosophy and his social theoiy rcniaincd on the level 
of obiter dicta or unstated assumption throughout the 
main body of his work; he hinted at them rather than 
fully explaining them— or he simply took them for 
granted and got on with his empirical labors. 1 0 dredge 
out these philosophical suggestions from the mass of 
lYcud’s WTiting, to e^itabhsh them in logical sequence 
and relate them to tnc work ot hi.s con tci n po ra lies— 
this, rather than a discussion of the clinical methods of 
psychoanalysis, is the task of ikc prcsci'l study. Let me 
insist once again: 1 am writing intellectual histoiy^ not 
a history of psychology. In what follows I shall reverse 
Freud’s order of procedure: the revolutionary clinical 
innovations through which he established the primacy 
of the unconscious will remain in the background; the 
foreground will be occupied 'w the assumptions and 

“ "IntroducUon,'* Pensee ei mouvant, p. 8i. 

" Kulturgeschichte der hteuzeit (Munich, 1951), translated by 
Charl(.*s I'Vancis Atkinson as A Cultural History of the Modem 
Age (New York, 1952) HI, 479. 
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corollaries that Freud never had time to develop to the 
full. 

As a Jew born of a German-speaking family in the 
Czech province of Moravia, Sigmund Freud from the 
start lacked clear identification. Wlien he was four years 
old his parents moved to Vienna, where he spent vir- 
tually his whole adult life in the study and practice of 
medicine. By nationality he remained an Austrian— 
but his spiritual home was England. Or, more precisely, 
''he lived the life of the free-floating intelligence. . . . 
Above nation, beyond class, outside time, such a man 
could know all, see all, tell all."' ® 

However much Freud\s thought strove to be uni\crsal 
in its range, it was obviously bound by its creator’s own 
mental endowment and early experience: Freud him- 
self invented the tools that have enabled his biogiaphcrs 
to explain hrs insights and limitations. His childhood 
fixation on his mother was inordinately strong. I’hc 
curious structure of his family, in which g^ieralions 
overlapped and roles weie confused, helped open his 
eyes to the play of sexual attraction and aggression in 
parent-child icbLionships. When Ins self-analysis had 
taught him to look back to his childhood for an expla 
nation i)f Ins adult interests, he came to the realization 
that it was the infant’s thirst for sexual enlightenment 
whicli had been at the source of his later quest for scien- 
tific knowledge. This insight he later universalized. In 
the most attractive of his books— the one that F'reud 
himself called '‘the only pretty thing” he had ever writ- 
ten— the study of Leonardo da Vinci published in 1910, 
he was bold enough to apply the fruits of his own in- 
trospection to a great historical figure: in this first psy- 
choanalytic biography Freud worked from the slimmest 
sort of evidence toward an interpretation of the career 

® Richard L. Schornwald- Freud: The Man and His Mind 
1856-1956 (New York, 1956), p. 80. 
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of Leonardo in terms of latent homosexual tendencies 
sublimated into scientific inquir\^ and artistic creation.® 

Leonardo is a good book with which to begin an 
analysis of Frciid\s only half-recognized assumptions. It 
clearly showed his sclf-idcntification in his middle years 
with the figure of Leonardo— as in his old age he was to 
see himself m the image of Moses. In his svinpathctic 
imdcrstaiiding of the Florentine painter’s bisexuality he 
reflected the andiogynons tendencies he had discerned 
in himself— and that thiough his patients he was to 
find in mankind in general. Still more, his emphasis on 
Leonardo’s conflicting aspirations mirrored ins own dii- 
ahstic view of the universe. This again v^as an inherit- 
ance from earliest childhood. Ten \cars before he had 
written: “Mv warm friendships as well as iny ciiniitics 
with contemporaries went back to my relations in child- 
hood \Mth a nephew who was a \car my senior. . . . 
My emotional life has alwavs insisted that 1 should 
have an intimate friend and a hated cnenn, i have al- 
ways been aide to provide myself afresh with both.” ^ 

In ciiildhood fiicnd and encinv liad been one. A 
duality, a polarization, m Freud’s thought had arisen 
naturally out of early conflicts. To the end of his life he 
expressed himself in dnalistic terms: it was a standing 
joke among his friends tliat “he had never learned to 
count beyond the mibci two” This polarization is 
central to an imclcTstanding of his cieativc drive. Like 
Leonardo, he was ‘*torii by two impulses: the passion 
for scientific knowledge and the passion tor creating 
works of art.” I’luoughout his life h’rcud was botii sci- 

^ Jones; Freud, II, 432-4; Leonardo, originally published as 
Heft 7 of the Schnftcn zur angewandten Seelcn Kunde, has been 
translated bv A. Brill as Leonardo da Yvci: A Study in Psy 
chosexuality , Modern Library edition (New York, 1947). 

^ Die Traumdeutung {Lcip7ig «Tvd Vienna, 1S99), translated 
from the eighth edition (1930) by }3nies Strachey as The Inter- 
pretation of Dreams {The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, IV and V) (London^ 
195^)^ 483. 
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entist and artist—but it was the latter tendency that 
finally gained the upper hand. In his childhood, the two 
had been combined: the thirst for understanding had 
been universal in its range. In his early maturity, how- 
ever, he forced himself to narrow his focus onto the 
problems of exact science ''As a young man,'' Freud 
explained, "I felt a strong attraction toward speculation 
and ruthlessly checked it." It was only gradually that he 
permitted himself to return to his first interest— the 
world of cultural history and "the great problem of how 
man came to be what he is" — until in his later years he 
was able to think of medical career as simply one 
vast detour. "Freud was perhaps one of those whose 
bent towards speculative abstractions is so powerful that 
he is afraid of being mastered by it and feels it necessary 
to counter it by studying concrete scientific data." ‘ 
From one standpoint Freud was right in believing 
that he must 'at all costs curb his impulse toward flights 
of fancy. For there was in him a "deep current of ro- 
manticism . . . — a sense of the role of impure, of the 
diama of life, of the power of symbolism, of ways of 
knowing that were more poetic than rational in spirit, 
of the poet’s cultural alienation." His sense for the dra- 
matic attracted him to Shakespeare and to the Greeks: 
it was from Sophocles’ Oedipus that he drew the parable 
that became the focal point of his theory. "The sense 
of the human tragedy, the inevitable working out of the 
human plight— these are the hallmarks of Freud’s case 
histories." Indeed his psychoanalytic theory was itself 
couched in terms of a dramatic conflict: 

The characters are from life: the blind, . . . pleas- 
ure-seeking id; the priggish and punitive super-ego; 
the ego, battling for its being by directing the en- 
ergy of others to its own use. The drama has an 
economy and a terseness. The ego develops canny 

2 )oncs: Freud, I; The Formative Years and the Great Dis- 
coveries 1856-1900 (New York, 1953), pp. 27-9; Ih 320, 422, 

432- 
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mechanisms for dealing with the threat of id im- 
pulses: denial, projection, and the rest. Balances 
are struck between the actors, and the balance is 
character and neurosis.® 

Hence the streak of “gullibility” on which even the 
most sympathetic of Freud’s interpreters have com- 
mented. “He was willing to believe in the improbable 
and the unexpected— the only way, as Heraclitus 
pointed out centuries ago, to discover new truths.” It is 
easy to compile a long list of Frciurs successive infatua- 
tions. In his early career as a medical researcher, there 
was his strenuous advocacy of the therapeutic virtues of 
cocaine — an error that very nearly wrecked his prospects 
at the start. Then came his friendship with Wilhelm 
Fliess: today it seems almost incredible that P'rend 
should have given credence to this intellectual crank, 
whose fantasies ranged from the meaning of numbers 
to the inflammations of the nose, and should have 
allowed himself to become so dependent on Fliess’s 
moral support. At the same period we find him taking 
litcrallv his patients’ fantasies of childhood seductions 
by close relatives. And even w^hen he had corrected him- 
self— even when he realized that these seductions cor- 
responded only to “psychical reality”— his imagination 
still remained uncurbed.* There followed the explicit 
formulation of the CBidipus complex in his Interpreta- 
tion of Dreams. This was unquestionably one of the 
most brilliant discoveries in the history of the human 
mind. But once Freud had found what he was seeling, 
he was not content to leave it in the form of a sugges- 
tion for further research. He had to establish it as the 
key to virtually all psychological riddles. 

Hence the CFdipus complex became the ground on 
which sociologists, anthropologists, and academic psy- 
chologists chose to do battle with Freud's theories. 

* Jerome S. Bruner: “F’leud and the Image of Man/ Partisan 
Review, XXIII (Summer 1956), 345, 346. 

^ Jones: Freud, I, 265-7, 287; li, 430. 



130 Consciousness and Society 

[It] was first framed without any reference to the 
sociological or cultural setting. This was only natu- 
ral, for psychoanalysis started as a technique of 
treatment based on clinical observation. It was sub- 
sequently expanded into a general account of neu- 
roses; then into a theory of psychological processes 
in general, finally it became a system by which 
most phenomena in body and mind, m society and 
culture were to be explained 

It was not surprising, then, that even those social sci- 
entists who were well impressed with Freud’s work 
should have found his claims ''too ambitious” and 
should have urged that ‘'some of its formulae” be made 
'‘more elastic ” ^ But this was just the sort of "watering 
dow'n” that Freud was not interested in. He was stub- 
born as well a*> credulous So instead of modihing his 
thcorv of the CFdipus complex to gi\c it a more ac- 
ceptable form, he made it "worse” bj adding to it a vast 
anthropological fantas\~thc storv of the^ "primal 
horde ’ and the banding of the sons together to slay 
their father and cat of his flesh, first expounded in the 
7 otem and 1 aboo of iqi2 and 191 On this excessively 
speculative foundaticm, Freud was to build out the 
whole ramifying structure of his subsccpient social 
theory 

Were the primal horde and the primal crime mere 
figures of speech or were thev histoncif actualities"' The 
question brings us to the \cry center of hreud’s implicit 
philosophv Today most professed Freudians ascribe to 
the master’s "anthropological speculation only . . , 
symbolic value ” But such a tepid allegiance would not 
have satisfied Freud himself Down to his very last 
book he insisted that he had written of a historical 
event— many times repeated— for which the presump- 
tive evidence was overwhelming Nor did it worry him 

^ Rroiiisjjw Malinowski Sex and Repre^ision in Savage So- 
cietv. Meridian edition (New York, 1955) pp 77, 12^ 

® See, for example, Herbert Marcuse Kros and Civilization' 
A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston, 1955), p 60 
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that this claim involved postulating the inheritance of 
memory traces in a fashion that came dangerously close 
to Jung's notion of a “collective unconscious." ^ Freud 
had stated his theory, and he stuck by it. He had fought 
his way loose from his dependence on clinical and em- 
pirical data, and was not prepared to return to his earlier 
bondage. So much the worse if his wide-ranging specu- 
lations had put him in strange company— not only with 
Jung but with Spongier and the other architects of all- 
inclusive historical metaphors.® 

For Freud’s ultimate aim was to impose an order 
on the chaos of reality. Otigmally his goal had been 
relatively modest— to understand the human uncon- 
scious. In this narrower realm Freud's theories have 
won general acceptance today. It is at his more inclu- 
sive intellectual ambitions, rather, that subsequent in- 
vestigators have boggled. For these ambitions paradoxi- 
cally placed him 111 a line of descent ffom Plato and 
Hegel and the great system-buildcis. Despite his osten- 
sible empiricism — despite his faith in the exact methods 
of natural science— at a deeper level Freud longed for a 
mctaphvsic and a cosmology that would bring into one 
coherent explanation tiic last riddles of human exist- 
ence. As he grew older he insisted more and more 
strongly on his two vast interlocking metaphors of the 
OEdipns complex and the piimal ernne. In his iast book 
he at length revealed the self-image that foi three dec- 
ades had been stiugghng for expression- the image of 
Moses the lawgiver 


In turning now' from Freud’s met-rphysic to his the- 
ory of knowledge, we arc obliged to retrace our steps 

7 Mosev and Monotheism^ first published in tull in London 
in 1939 after the first two parts had appearetl in C^crnian in 
Imago, XXIII [Heft 1 and 3, 1937], translat..cl b\ KcUbcrinc 
Jones, Vintage edition (Nes^ York, 1955 )» PP- Lrnest 

Jones* The Life and \Vork of Sigmund Freud, III. The Last 
Phase 1919—1939 (New York, 1957 p- 313- 
* See Chapter 9. 
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back to his original role as a modest, painstaking man of 
science. This picture of himself Freud never entirely 
abandoned. In their explicit form, his epistemological 
assumptions remained those of a nineteenth-century sci- 
entific investigator, 

Freud’s theories arose in a fashion that would have 
been highly gratifying to Georges Sorel: they developed 
out of the practical demands of applied science, Freud 
arrived at his theoretical discoveries as by-products of 
his clinical work— the technique of free association that 
gradually evolved between 1892 and 1895 and his own 
self-analysis beginning in 1897 culminating in the 
publication of The Interpretation of Dreams two years 
later I’his book remained the bedrock of Freud’s theo- 
retical structure. Its central assertion— that ''the in- 
terpretation of dreams ts the royal road to a knowledge 
of the unconscious activities of the mind ” — constituted 
his basic line of defense from which neither doubts nor 
attacks could ever dislodge him As Freud explained in 
introducing the second edition of the book. ^‘During 
the long years 111 which 1 have been working at the prob- 
lems of the neuroses I have often been in doubt and 
sometimes been shaken m mv convictions At such 
times it has always been the Interpretation of Dreams 
that has given me back my certamtv ” And two decades 
later he added “Insight such as tins falls to one s lot 
but once in a lifetime.” 

Was I’reud a positivist’ Certainl) he never doubted 
the reality of the external world, nor was he interested 
in speculating on the nature of that reality He “came 
from Ins early training deeply imbued with . . belief 
in the universality of natural law . He does not ap- 
pear ever to have expressed any opinion on the general 
theory of causalit}, but he presumably held the simple 
ninetcenth-ccnturv view of invariable antecedents. . . . 
In all this Freud was the child of his time and we have 
no reason to think that he ever indulged in individual 


Interpretation of Dreams^ pp xxvi, xxxii, 608. 
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speculations beyond those prevailing in his milieu.” ^ 
Within the general framework of the present study, 
then, Freud in his original guise ranks as a positivist. 

Was he a materialist? The answer is quite definitely 
in the negative. Although he denied the possibility of 
immortality— ”110 mind could exist apart from a brain” 
— he “held that . . . the essential natiiic of both mind 
and matter” was “quite unknown.” Indeed, “they were 
so intrinsically different in kind as to make it a logical 
error to translate a description of processes in the one 
into terms of the other.” Matter might be essential to 
the workings of the mind — but there was no “clue for 
elucidating the direct relationship of one to the other.” ^ 

Was he a detcrminist? Here the ansvver is somewhat 
harder to give. It is easy to cull specifically detcrminist 
passages from Freud's work. Already in his book on 
dreams we find him rebuking his predecessors for hav- 
ing “underestimated the extent to which psychical 
events are detennined. There is nothing arbitrary about 
them.” ® But in insisting on the lawfulness of nicntal 
behavior, Freud was j:>ostulating a rather different sort 
of determinism from what had earlier been called by 
that name. He had pushed the dctcrinining forces back 
from the conscious to the unconscious level. And ith 
the prime movers thus located beyond conscious recog- 
nition, he found it perfectly logical for human beings 
to behave as though theii wills were free. Indeed, in his 
own conduct of life, Freud — like most philosophical de- 
terminists — acted in a highly self-confident and respon- 
sible manner. Furthcimore, it w'as apparent to hreud 
that at the unconscious level the determination of 
choice was by no means a simple affair. It was customar- 
ily a question of plural causation; mo^t psychic events 
W'ere “over-determined.” Hence it w'a:> usually impos- 
sible to ascribe to them a mcc'hanical one-to-one rela- 


^ Jones: Freud, I, 365-7. 

2 Ibid , pp. 368-9. 

» Interpretation of Dreams, p. 514. 
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tionship of cause to effect There was plenty of room 
for alternative hypotheses 

“Paradoxically,” however, “while Freud stressed the 
factor of over-detcrmination rather than iinitarv de 
terminants in regard to his clinical data, he searched for 
a unitary source of these data ” We have seen earlier 
how entranced he was with his sweeping metaphors of 
the G^dipus complex and the nrimal crime Similarly in 
regard to the workings of the mind he sought to sub- 
sume his discovciics under a few large figures of speech 
In what he called his 'nictaps\choIog\’ he gave an ac- 
count of the mind in terms of metaphors derived from 
economics topograpln, and chnaniics But onlv with 
the last c>f these did he succeed in outlinuig i theory 
that has earned conviction to the kunian 11 ns desenp 
tioii of the imnd m terms of metaphors cliawn from 
ph\SKs leads in to the find and most significant aspect 
of r icud s rcstdinl positivism 

lo the end ut his life I rend used a mcchmistic 
vocabularv I his he hid learned from hi tcicRci h rust 
von Biiickc through whose efforts ‘the linguagc ot 
phvsjcs had been grafted on to the data of phvsiol 
ogy ' Sometimes hrcucls metaphors were hydraulic — 
more often tlic> were drawn from the field ot electricity 
i here were flows and dams charges and discharges, ex 
citations and cathexes hreud himself and his subsc 
qut nt expositors have insisted that these figures of 
speech should not be taken too hteralh — thit things 
did not real))” happen this wa\ But the defense is 
only partially convmeing If the mind did not reallv 
function 111 this fashion, how else might it be dcsciibed 
as functioning'? Was there an altcrnatiye set of meta 
phors that would fif^ Freud ne\er presided any A 
thinker is after all, partly judged on the basis of the 

® F Pumpian Mindlm ‘The Position of Psvchoannl\sis m 
Relation to the Biological and Socnl Sciences Psychoanalysis as 
Science edited bv h Piimpian Mindlin (Stanford Calif, i9«;2), 
P >54 

“ Jones hreud, I, 369 
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figures of speech he uses, and in Freud’s case, the 
thought never got beyond a fairly simple vocabulary 
drawn from nineteenth-century physics. 

Freud's theory, then, remained couched in positivist 
terms — and those were of a rather crude order. The 
longer he lived the more inappropriate this vocabulary 
became. What had begun m the iSqo’s as a convenient 
path to comprehension on the part of a public steeped 
ill the cult of natural science had bv the iqtjo’s become 
at best a quaint anachronism. In Freud's later woik of 
social speculation ins fancy was constantly escaping 
frcmi the pedes hiau images tc whirh it was attached. 
The cicalivc imagination— the vork of the uncon^'Cious 
itself — refused to be ficd dovin by a vocabulars that had 
originally been devised foi quite ctilTcrent pm poses 

Toward the end of his life, as we have seen, Freud 
began to give free play to the imagination tha^ he had 
earlier so 'Viithlcssh embed ' 13) tliC same process he 
began to grant grcatei scope to the qualities which 
foimcrU had figured only on tlic j»eiipher\ of his 
achievement— the tolerance of iinccrtamt) and doubt 
that led him to greet Poincare’s work with approval, 
the ease and grace of his ov n htciar\ st^lc -indeed, the 
whole taste for the iitcraiy and tlic ni\thical aspect of 
human life As I’homas JVIann said of hnn, Fiend had 
come to his theories without benefit uf the literary and 
philosophical predecessors who might hasc^ helped him 
along his way— Nict/schc, Schopcnliaucr, Novalis. Kier- 
kegaard ^ Blit with the world of litcnturc he had al- 
ways felt profound affinities Bv the end of his life he 
had become at least as much a pliilosophical and liter- 
ary figure as a man of science and of medicine The 
positivist vocabulary remained— but the positivist men- 
tality had been laigeJy sloughed off. 

Unlike Bergson, however, Inud was nc^t content to 
express the recovery of the unconscious in terms of a 

® Freud und die 'Aukunft (Vienna, 193^) » Iraiiblated oy H X. 
Lowe Porter as *‘Freud and the Future/' Essays of Three Decades 
(New York, 1947), p 412 
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merely literary sensation of timc-as-experience. He felt 
driven to make a coherent explanation of its workings. 
Ratlicr than simply affirming that the unconscious did 
not follow the usual rules of logic, he attempted to de- 
fine the strange rules by which such illogical logic 
operated. In this mighty effort— despite all its limita- 
tions of vocabulary and conceptualization— our whole 
contemporary view of the human mind has had its 
origin. 


IV. Sigmund Freud: Social Philosophy 

It was not until the last decade and a half of his life 
that Fiend turned his attention explicitly to the prob- 
lems of man in society. Why he did so cannot be ex- 
plained in any simple terms, riicre are a number of 
possible rcasans— the emotional and moral shock of the 
First World W’ar, which had brought financial ruin and 
the collapse of the political system under ^diich he 
lived; his own ill health, which made sustained clinical 
w’urk iiicieasingly difficult; perhaps more than anything 
else, the specter of death, which after 1923 was always 
with him. FVeucl never spoke of his personal emotions 
except when driven to it by the necessities of theoicti- 
cal exposition, we are left to guess at the reasons for his 
dramatic change in intellectual oiiciitation. 

Alrcadv in the first of the short, speculative works 
characteristic of his late production— 'J Vie Future of cm 
Illusion, published in 1927 — Freud revealed in stark 
terms the ambivalence of his view of socict). On the 
one hand we find a deeply pessimistic assessment of the 
potentialities of ciyilization. “One gets the impression,” 
Frcnd writes “that culture is something which was nn- 
po.scd on a resrting majority by a minority that under- 
stood how' to possess itself of the means of powder and 
coercion.'’ Could this state of affairs be changed? 
Would it be possible to arrive at a ' icorganization of 
human relations . . . w'hich, b) abandoning coercion 
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and the suppression of the instincts/’ would enable 
men to ^‘devote themselves to the acquisition of natural 
resources and to the enjoyment of the same? ’ Freud 
thought not. “That would be the golden age, but it is 
questionable if such a state of affairs can ever be real- 
ized. It seems more probable that every culture must be 
built up on coercion and instinctual renunciation.” The 
best that could be hoped for would be to diminish 
somewhat “the burden of the instinctual sacrifices im- 
posed on men,” and by finding some sort of compensa- 
tion, to reconcile mankind to the sacrifices “that must 
necessarily remain.” ^ 

Freud called himself a conservative. And in his 
skepticism about the possibilities of a just society, we 
find a parallel to the attitude of Pareto and Mosca and 
the other conservative theorists of the early twentieth 
century. Indeed, we can even detect echoes of a Marx- 
ism that had been redefined as an intuitive sociology of 
mass protest. But Freud was not content, like Pareto, 
to dismiss this protest as simply mistaken, lie sympa- 
thized with it and he sought for ways to grant it recog- 
nition. There was at least one avenue, he surmised, by 
which the lot of mankind might possibly be improved. 
Human beings, after all, were “equipped with the most 
varied instinctual predispositions.” T he “experiences 
of early childhood” ordinarily bent these instincts to- 
ward conformity to an ethic of coeicion and renuncia- 
tion. But perhaps it did not need to be this way. Per- 
haps it would eventually prove possible to tram the 
instincts to non-repressive living. Thus mankind night 
succeed in producing a “throng of superior, dependable 
and disinterested leaders,” who could “act as educators 
of the future generations.” Freud did not think it very 
likely. But he concluded that “one cannot deny the 
grandeur of this project and its significance for the fu- 
ture of human culture.” ® 


T Future of an Illusion, pp. 4-6. 
« Ibid., p. 9. 
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Ordinarily Freud's interpreters have stressed the 
negative aspects of his writings on society. They have 
inferred from the fact of man's biological and instinct- 
ual limitations—from Freud's discovery that it was 
man's unconscious rather than his reason that was in 
ultimate control— that there was little hope for him to 
improve his lot. The human condition, they have ar- 
gued, has been fixed for all eternity by the unconscious 
drives. More recently, however a number of American 
commentators have picked up the threads of optimism 
that lie scattered through Freud's later writings and 
have tried to weave theui into a coherent theory. Lionel 
Trilling has asked us ‘'to consider whether this empha- 
sis on biology . . . far from being a reactionary idea 
, . . is actually a liberating idea. It proposes to us that 
culture is not all-powerful. It suggests that there is a 
icsichie of human cjuality beyond the reach of cultural 
control, and that this residue . . . , elemental as it may 
b(;, serves to bring culture itself under criticism and 
keeps it from being absolute," Similarly, Her’n^Tt Mar- 
cuse lias traced the ‘'subterranean" current in Freud's 
liicnry— the '‘elements that break through” the “ra- 
tionalization” that a “non lepiessive civilization is iin- 
po'jSible.” Fieud’s social speculation, Maiciise aigucs, 
“is an cver-renew^ed attempt to uncover, and to ques- 
tion, the terrible necessity of the inner connection be- 
tween civilization and barbarism, progress and suffering, 
freedom and unhappiness " ^ 

Aic these writers correct in their reassessment? Are 
they justified in following Thomas Mann, who two 
decades eailier greeted Freud as the “path finder to- 
waids a liumanism of the future”? “ This is uur problem 
—and we may best approach it by first inquiring into 
Freud's personal ethic, and subsequently tracing the 


I'rcud and the Crists of Our Culture (Boston, 1955), p. 48. 
^ Eros and Civilization, pp. 16-17. 

'‘I' lcud and the Futuie,'" p. 427. 
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stages through which his more explicit social philosophy 
unfolded. 

I have said that Freud did not like to talk about his 
personal attitudes and values. These he held so deeply 
that it would have been both unnecessary and indelicate 
to probe into them. Kindness and integrity he regarded 
as simple absolutes. In Freud, ''honesty . . . was more 
than a simple natural habit. It became an active love 
of truth and justice. ... A moral attitude was so 
deeply implanted as to seem a part of his original na- 
ture. He never had any doubt about what was the right 
course of conduct/' and he cited with approval the say- 
ing: "Morality is self-evident." Although— to quote his 
own words— he stood "for an incompaiably freer scxiuil 
life/' he '‘made very little use of such ficcdom."* In- 
deed, in terms of present-day morality he could almost 
be considered a prude. One of the most* curious para- 
doxes about F'reud is that in his personal conduct he 
never followed up the relativist implications of his own 
theories. 

Freud's ‘'penetrating, attentive eyes had not only the 
siinplirity and innocent clcar-siglitcdncss of a child- 
one for whom nothing is too small, and nothing ciMier 
common 01 unclean — there was a^o in them a mature 
patience and caution, and a detached inquiry." * For 
the F'rcud who looked out on the world with the eyes 
of a child was also Freud the scientist. We have noted 
already the intensity of his craving for knowledge, and 
the extent to which he held to a fairly simple ninc- 
teenth-century faith in the virtues of science. 1 his faith 
was, in fact, the mainspring of the moic optimistic fea- 
tures of his social philosophy. ‘‘No/’ he wiole toward 
the end of his life, ‘'science is no illusion. But it would 

“ Jones: Freud, II, 416, 418, 426 

* Joan Riviere: "An Intimate Impression (The Lancet, 
Sept. 20, 1939), quoted in Jones: Freud, II, 405 
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be an illusion to suppose that we could get anywhere 
else what it cannot give us/' ® 

“Anywhere else” meant, of course, the promises of 
religion. Toward these Freud was uncompromisingly 
hostile. His attitude was more militantly free-thinking 
than that of a Durkheim who regarded religious phe- 
nomena with a lively and even sympathetic curiosity, or 
of a Weber whose intellectual interest was reinforced 
by at least a remnant of personal faith. In The Future 
of an Illusion, the book in w'hich Freud most explicitly 
subscribed to the principles of the Enlightenment, he 
put religion in the category of dreams, as just another 
example of “wish-fulfilment/’ Some religious doctrines, 
he added, “arc so improbable, so very incompatible 
with everything we have laboriously discovered about 
the reality of the world” as to rank in the category of 
“delusions.” “Where questions of religion are con- 
cerned peopleware guilty of every possible kind of insin- 
cerity and intellectual misdemeanour. . . . Think of 
the distressing contrast between the radiant intelligence 
of a healthy child and the feeble mentality of the aver- 
age adult. Is it so utterly impossible that it is . . . re- 
ligious upbringing which is largely to blame for this 
relative degeneration?” If religion, Freud continued, 
“had succeeded in making happ}' the greater part of 
mankind, in consoling them, in reconciling them to 
life, . . . then no one would dream of striving to alter 
existing conditions. But instead of this what do wc sec? 
. . . For many thousands of years,” religion “has ruled 
human society; it has had time to show what it can 
achieve.” ® And indeed that had been veiy little. 

Few thinkers of our time have been so outspoken. 
Yet hYcud’s hostility tow'ard religion as an institution 
did not prevent him from maintaining good relations 
with a few' individuals of deep religious faith In the 
annals of psychoanalysis there is no more curious chap- 
ter than that of the intellectual and personal loyalty to 

® Future of an Illusion, p 102. 

® Ibid., pp. 5^, 56, 66, 84. 
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Freud of the Swiss pastor Oskar Pfister. An amateur in 
the field of psychiatry, Pfister had adhered to Freud's 
doctrines along with Jung and the Swiss contingent that 
represented the first large body of recruits to psycho- 
analysis from outside Freud's immediate circle of Vien- 
nese co-workers. When, shortly before the First World 
War, Jung and the other Swiss broke away en masse, 
Pfister was the only one to remain with Freud— thereby 
gravely imperiling his position as a minister of the gos- 
pel. Indeed, he was one of only four non-Jew's— one of 
the others being Freud’s subsequent biographer, tamest 
Jones— to stick by the foundei during the inner tuiinoil 
w'hich shook the psychoanalytic movement m the im- 
mediate pre-war years. 

In his correspondence with the Swiss pastor, Freud 
made no special allowances. He conceded, however, that 
‘'in itself psychoanalysis is neither religious n(>r the op- 
posite, but an impartial instrument which can seive the 
clergy’ as well as the laity when it is used only to free 
suffering people." Yet on the central tenets of his doc- 
trine Freud w^as uncompromising. One of these was his 
sexual theory, and he rebuked Pfister for contradicting 
it. He added the teasing query: “How comes it that 
none of the godly ever devised psychoanalysis and that 
one had to wait for a godless Jew?" ' 

Pfister replied with perfect logic that Freud was not 
a Jew. In a religious sense this was true: Freud obviously 
subscribed to no faith. But in a non-religious sense 
Freud was ready and proud to regard himself as Jewish. 
In his early professional career he had suffered on ac- 
count of his origin, and in later life he was always ready 
to spring to the defense of other Jews who had been 
discriminated against or persecuted. He could never 
forget the shame of hearing how hi:> father had sub- 
mitted without protest to anti Semitic insults. Before 
the period of his fame Freud had been an active mem- 

^ Letters of February 9, 1909, and October 9, 1918, included 
in the Appendix to Jones: Freud, II, 439-40, 457 ~®- 
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ber of the B'nai B'rith, and when he had become more 
prominent, he served as a governor of the Hebrew Uni- 
versity in Jerusalem. But it was with the great persecu- 
tions of the 1930’s that his Jewish allegiance became 
most militant. Behind the uncommitted man of science 
the angry figure of an Old Testament prophet began 
to delineate itself. The personality of Moses had always 
fascinated Freud: as early as 1913 be had written an 
extraordinarily acute analysis of Michelangelo’s statue 
of the lawgiver. It was only in his last book, howwer, 
that he gave free rein to this self-identification. 

Moses and Monotheism is the strangest oi Freud’s 
works. The very circumstances of its composition were 
unusual. At first he ventured to publish only a fragment 
of it, since he hesitated to offend the Catholic Church, 
which seemed to be serving as the shield of a free Aus- 
tria against the Nazi menace. But when this shield had 
collapsed— onoe more oigamzcd religion had piovcd to 
be '‘a broken reed” — and when, with the Geiman oc- 
cupation of his country, he had himself been obliged to 
seek refuge in London, his hesitations vanished.'^ Only 
a few months before his own death he gave to the world 
his last word both on religion and on the historical role 
of the Jewish people. 

The book might well have offended Christian and 
Jew alike. In its strictly naturalistic interpretation of 
the origins of monotheism, it was a challenge to all re- 
vealed religion. And Jews m particular might object to 
Freud’s paradoxical assertion that Moses was actually 
an Egyptian who had been slain by the children of 
Israel after serving as their adopted prophet. Careful 
readers, however, could detect in the work a streak of 
triumphant pride in the way the Jews had borne their 
tragic history. The tenacity, the indomitable stubborn- 
ness of the Jewish people appealed to the Freud who 
was forever fighting for what he regarded as science and 
truth. 

» ‘Trefatory Notes'' to Part III, Moses and Monotheism, pp. 
66-71. 
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Freud died on September 23, 1939, three weeks after 
the outbreak of the Second World War. He was not 
granted time to comment on the conflict he had clearly 
seen approaching. On the First World War, however, 
he had spoken with an earnestness that revealed how 
deeply it had tried his soul. Prior to the war, Freud had 
taken no very active interest in public affairs. He had 
sympathized in a somewhat tepid fashion with the aims 
of the Austrian Socialist party, and he had of course 
opposed the anti-Semitic movement that was so power- 
ful in Vienna politics. But it w'as only with the war that 
his attention became focused on the conduct of men in 
society, 

I’he brutality of the conflict only confirmed what 
Freud m his more personal statements and in his for- 
mulations of psychoanalytic theory had been saying for 
many years. As the war was drawing to a close he wrote 
to Pastor Pfister: '1 have not found much 'good’ in the 
average human being. Most of them are in iny experi- 
ence riff-raff.’' Four years earlier he had written to a 
Dutch colleague in more specific terms: 

Psychoanalysis has concluded from a study of 
the dreams and mental slips of normal people, as 
well as from the symptoms of neurotics, that the 
primitive, savage and evil impulses of mankind 
have not vanished in any individual, but continue 
their existence, although in a repressed state . . . 
and that they wait for opportunities to display 
their activity. 

It has furthermore taught us that our intellect 
is a feeble and dependent thing, a plaything and 
tool of our impulses and emotions. . . . 

And now just look at what is happening in this 
wartime* at the cruelties and injustices for which 
the most civilized nations are responsible, at the 
different way in which they judge of their own lies, 
their own wrong-doings, and those of their ene- 
mies, at the general loss of clear insight; then you 
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must confess that psychoanalysis has been right 

with both its assertions.® 

The war, Freud noted in his most extended discus- 
sion of the psychological effects of the conflict, had at 
least the merit of having destroyed a number of illu- 
sions. One could offer oneself a certain wry consolation 
through recognizing that: '‘In reality our fellow-citizens 
have not sunk so low as we feared, because they had 
never risen so high as we believed.'* Yet it would be 
foolhardy to resume one's earlier illusions once the war 
was over. The future would have to live on rather more 
modest hopes. "War,** F'reud concluded, "is not to be 
abolished; so long as the conditions of existence among 
the nations are so varied, and the repulsions between 
peoples so intense, there will be, must be, wars.** ^ 

From our consideration of Freud's personal attitudes 
we are led to* a basically negative conclusion: Freud's 
own ethical standards were high, but he neither ex- 
pected very much of his fellow men nor held o^it much 
hope to them. 

What about his more explicit writings on social phi- 
losophy? Initially we should note that Freud had been 
from the stait a rather special kind of social theorist. 
Although he began only late in life to apply to the 
world of human communities the insights that he had 
earlier derived from the study ot individuals, in one 
sense he had all along been writing about society. For 
he had written of individuals in families: the lelation of 
child to parent and of brother to sister had been at the 
basis of his theory of personality formation. From the 
family he branched out to the wider communities that 
were the products of civilization: the transition was per- 
fectly natural 

® Letters of December 28. 191 and October 9, 1918, in- 
cluded in Jones. Freud, II. 368-9, 457-8 

1 “'Fhoughts for the Times on War and Death*' (first pub 
lished in Imago, V [1915]), authonzed translation tinder the 
supervision of Joan Riviere, Collected Papers, IV (London, 1925), 
pp. 300, 316 
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Hence it was logical that his first book of social 
theory — Totem and Taboo — should have been an in- 
quiry into the primeval family. I have already called this 
work an anthropological fantasy: as an abstract parable 
of the foundation of society it was at least as remote 
from verifiable reality as Rousseau’s Social Contract, 
Moreover, it betrayed the limitations of its author’s so- 
cial horizon. In an anthropological sense, it proved that 
Freud was “culture-bound.” He looked out at the woild 
through the eyes of a late nineteenth-century physician, 
for whom the mam features of Western and Central 
European society were simply assumed. Hence he 
equipped his “primeval horde . , . with all the bias, 
maladjustments and ill-tempers of a middle-class Eu 
ropcan family ... let loose m a prehistoric ]ungle to 
run riot in a most attractive but fantastic hypothesis.” * 

This hypothesis, however, as we have already seen, 
Freud refused to abandon or even to modify. I’he story 
of the slaying of the primeval father is repeated almost 
verbatim in his subsequent works of social speculation. 
For the death of the fathei was to Freud the supreme 
drama in the history of humanity. As he had discovered 
from his self-analysis, his own father’s death had been 
“the most important event, the most poignant los^” of 
his whole life.® And this personal insight Freud en- 
larged — as he was so foiui of doing--into a generaliza- 
tion about the rest of his fellow men. 

How could the sons slay — 01, in the case of civilized 
men, unconsciously long to ^iay — the father who had 
begotten them, and at the same time, once his death 
had actually occurred, be inconsolable in their grief? 
This paradox brings us to the center of Freud’s social 
theory: it suggests why that theory is necessarily am- 
bivalent. Oh the surface, of course, the explanation is 
simple: the sons had feared a.'^d hated their father be- 
cause he monopolized the women of the horde; with 

2 Malinowski: Sex and Repression, p. 146 

® Preface to the second edition. Inteipretation of Dreams, 

P XXVI. 
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his death, however, came ^‘remorse”— and the recogni- 
tion of how much they had also loved him. At the same 
time the sons saw that they themselves would have to 
replace the father’s vanished authority with a new moral 
imperative. Thus the foundation of social institutions 
was based on the realization that a desperate act of self- 
denial was required if humanity was not to perish ut- 
terly in a bloody strife of brother against brother.* 

The result was the taboo on incest, which Freud 
established as the founding ordinance of civilized so- 
ciety, With primitive man, Freud surmised, as with 
the children that he had himself studied, the first act 
of the self-discipline on which civilization rested had 
been the curbing of incestuous fantasies. But this re- 
nunciation had never been complete. The forbidden 
desire for the mother and the sister had lingered on in 
repressed form. Mankind dimly understood the deeper 
reality, and hence from that time forth labored under 
an almost intolerable burden of guilt. 

This is the more basic explanation for the Ambiva- 
lence of Trend’s social theory*. I'he original prohibition 
of incest, Freud reasoned, had been followed by other 
moial imperatives, which in time had become equally 
binding. These ethical precepts had been indispensa- 
ble— without them civilization could never have been 
built— but at the same time they had grievously 
thwarted man’s deepest urges. It was for this reason 
that Freud insisted so strongly on the ncces.sary connec- 
tion between civilized society and a cc^ercive social 
order. 

In his works of social speculation published subse- 
cpienl to the w'ar— The Future of an Illusion, Civiliza- 
tion and Its Discontents, and Moses and Monotheism 
—Freud enlarged on his concept of the nature of guilt 
as the motive force of social solidarity. It was no acci- 

^ Totem und Tabu (Leipzig and Vienna, IQ13), translated 
from the fifth edition (19-54) by ]amcs Strachey as Totem and 
Taboo (Standard Edition, XIII, 1—162) (London, 1955 )» 
P- M 3 - 
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dent that the murder of a father figure— the ritualistic 
re-enactment of the primal crime— should have been at 
the origin of the Jewish religion and of monotheism as 
we know it in the Western world today. “In the course 
of the . . . development of religions/' Freud had ar- 
gued, “the two driving factors, the son's sense of guilt 
and the son's rebelliousness, never became extinct. 
Whatever . . . kind of reconciliation was effected be- 
tween these two opposing mental forces, sooner or later 
broke down. . . . I’he son's efforts to put himself in 
the place of the father -god became ever more obvi- 
ous." Thus it was that Christianity, in the wake of a 
number of other Near Kastern cults, discovered the im- 
age of the god-as-son, whose sacrifice of his own life 
could alone atone for the original crime against the 
father. And in this fashion F’rend was brought back to 
the question of anti-Semitism and the historical fate 
of the Jews: 

The poor Jewish people, who wfith its usual stiff- 
necked obduracy continued to deny the murder of 
their “father," has dearly expiated this in the course 
of centuries. Over and over again they heard the 
reproach: “You killed our God." And this reproach 
is true, if rightly interpreted. It says, in reference 
to the history of religion: “You won't admit that 
you murdered God" (the archetype of God, the 
primeval Father, and his reincarnations). Some- 
thing should be added — naincl> “It is true, we did 
the same thing, but we admitted it, and since then 
we have been purified." ^ 

It was in Civilization and Its Discontents, published 
in 1930, that Freud most explicitly came to grips with 
this vast burden of guiii. “Since culture,"' he reasoned, 

obeys an inner . . . impulse which bids it bind 
mankind into a closely knit mass, it can achieve 
® Ibid., p. 152. 

® Moses and Monotheism, pp. 114-15. 
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this aim only by means of its vigilance in foment- 
ing an ever-increasing sense of guilt. That which 
began in relation to the father ends in relation to 
the community. If civilization is an inevitable 
course of development from the group of the fam- 
ily to the group of humanity as a whole, then an in- 
tensification of the sense of guilt . . . will be in- 
extricably bound up with it, until perhaps the sense 
of guilt may swell to a magnitude that individuals 
can hardly support.^ 

Earlier Freud had postulated in the human psyche a 
reality-principle and a pleasure-principle, whose contest 
for control he roughly equated with the struggle be- 
tween the ego and the id. One represented the con- 
sciously formed personality, the other the undifferenti- 
ated, amoral realm of primitive yearning. Obviously in 
the work of building civilization the ego was obliged 
to curb the id— the reality-principle to dominate over 
the pleasure-principle. Moreover, in this two^ay strug- 
gle the super-ego also figured, as the dwelling-place of 
guilt and of the internalized values of the father.® From 
one standpoint the super-ego seemed to be the main 
motive-force in the construction of civilization: by con- 
stantly punishing the ego it drove the latter to ever 
greater feats of self-deprivation. But the irony of the 
matter was that a radically different power was also at 
work: Eros— the thirst for affection characteristic of 
the id. Love as well as self-punishment pushed man to- 
ward life in society. For Eros was not merely a blind 
striving for instinctual gratification. It aimed ‘‘at bind- 
ing together single . . . individuals, then families, then 
tribes, races, nations, into one great unity, that of hu- 

Das Vnbehagen in der Kultur (Vienna, 1930), translated 
by Joan Riviere as Civilization and Its Discontents (London, 
PP- 121-2. 

® Das Ich und das Es (Vienna, 1923), authorized translation 
by Joan Riviere as The Ego and the Id (Ixindon, 1927), pp. 30, 
44 - 5 - 
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manity.” ® Love and self-punishment: were combined in 
the vast paradox of civilization. 

This, then, was the problem for modern man. How 
was he to maximize the potentialities of Eros— -the as- 
pect of civilization that grew from love and human 
solidarity—without threatening the aspects that had 
theii origin in self-punishment and renunciation? 
Freud, as we have seen, was skeptical as to how much 
could be done. A certain measure of instinctual renun- 
ciation, he asserted again and again, was of the essence 
of civilization. If left to themselves, the id and the 
pleasure-principle would simply drift along in passive 
fashion, experiencing, as a baby docs, one happy or 
uncomfortable sensation after another. Even if the 
more pressing rccjuiremcnts of the struggle for exist- 
ence w'crc eventually eliminated, a minimum of painful 
effort would always be required. 

There was one realm, how^ever, in which self punish- 
ment had been cained to conipletcH irrational ex- 
tremes. By its code of sexual behavior Western society 
had so narrowed the range of erotic satisfaction that the 
sexual life itself had ended by being “scrioubly dis- 
abled.” ’ In this area, Freud believed there was much 
that could be done. It was the only subject about whicii 
he was ronstantly militant, and the public, in its thirst 
for sensation, was not : *0 far wrong in conccntiating 
its attention on Freud's scientific investigations in the 
field of sex. Next to the discovers of the unconscious it 
was certainly the most significant aspect of his work. 
Indeed, the fact thal Freud himself ranked his Three 
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, published in 1905, 
alongside The Interpretation of Dreams as the second 
of his major books, suggests how much he thought of 
the revelation of infantile sexuality it contained.^ 

® Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 102. 

^ Ibid., p. 76. 

2 Drei Abhandlungen zut Sexualtheorie (Leipzig and Vienna, 
1905), translated from the sixth edition (1925) by James Strachey 
as Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality {Standard Edition, 
VII, 123-245) (London, 1953). 
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The simple facts about the sexual life of the very 
young— although they must have been common knowl- 
edge among nurses and everybody else who, unlike nine- 
teenth-century men of science, knew children at first 
hand — had been systematically hushed up. And when 
the children themselves were slightly older, they had 
been kept in ignorance of their own sexual constitution. 
This, Freud believed, had reinforced the effects of early 
religious teaching to stultify still further the intellectual 
life of adults. Sexual enlightenment, he implied, could 
do only good. And similarly he recommended a more 
humane attitude toward homosexuals and others 
against whom social convention had unforgivingly set 
its face. 

Among the latter was the vast mass of young people 
who were not yet in a position to marry. As a young 
man Freud had been engaged for a period of four years. 
He had suffered desperately from this long waiting— 
indeed, there is evidence that his subsequent emotional 
life was partially crippled by it— and he wrote with the 
liveliest sympathy of the trials of engaged cotiples. 
Echoes of his own experience were clearly discernible 
in his first significant publication on social theory, the 
paper entitled '' ‘Civilized' Sexual Morality and Mod- 
ern Nervousness," which appeared three years after the 
Three Essays and four years before Totem and Taboo, 
It was an unsparing dissection of sexual ethics and of 
the realities of marriage as Freud knew them through 
the confessions of his patients. True emotional satisfac- 
tion, he concluded, was almost impossible in the mar- 
riage bond as Western society had devised it. And this 
was particularly the case with regard to women. As a 
reward for their submission to the dictates first of their 
parents and later of their husbands, mature married 
women had “only the choice between unappeased de- 
sire, infidelity, or neurosis." * 

® ‘Civilized' Sexual Morality and Modern Nervousness" (first 
published in Sexualprobleme, IV [1908]), authorized translation 
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The picture of ‘"civilized" sexual conventions that 
Freud drew in this first essay and in his subsequent con- 
tributions to social theory is, in a number of important 
respects, almost unrecognizable today. Ihe fact that 
in the course of half a century so much has changed — 
that men and women have become at least to some ex- 
tent freei and more joyous in their relations to each 
other — is obviously due in part to Freud's own teach- 
ings.'* In this change we can find a direct answer to his 
doubts as to whether it was possible to make the lot of 
mankind more bearable. Far beyond his own anticipa- 
tions, Freud’s labors as ethical liberator and educator 
were to affect the character of the society whose dictates 
he had criticized, but which in most of his work he had 
treated as essentially unalterable. 

What are we to conclude? How did the balance fall 
between skepticism and hope? Obviously Freud had 
few illusions. He had probed too deeply into his own 
unconscious and that of his patients to retain much 
conventional confidence in man's potentialities for 
good. He recognized without flinching that 

men are not gentle, friendly creatures . . . , who 
simply defend themselves if they are attacked . . . ; 
a powerful measure of desire for aggression has to 
be reckoned as part of their instinctual endow- 
ment. The result is that their neighbour is to them 
not only a possible helper or sexual object, but also 
a temptation to them to gratify their aggressive- 
ness on him, to exploit his capacity for work with- 
out recompense, to use him sexually without his 
consent, to seize his possessions, to humiliate him, 
to cause him pain, to torture and to kill him.® 


under the suf>ervision of Joan Riviere, Collected Papers, II (Lon- 
don, 1924), p. 93. 

* Jones: Freud, II, 293. 

^ Ciyilization and Its Discontents, p. 83. 
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These lines, written just four years before the advent 
of Hitler, showed that for Freud the future would hold 
few surprises. 

Thus from one standpoint his discoveries seemed to 
throw into the discard the optimistic anticipations in- 
herited from the Enlightenment. From another stand- 
point, they were a triumphant vindication of those 
same anticipations. The paradox of the matter is that 
''Freud, the man who al>ive all others is supposed to 
have destroyed the justification of Enlightenment ra- 
tionalism, was the greatest child of the Enlightenment 
which our century has known.'' For "his fundamental 
assumption” was "that the search for truth must never 
stop, that only knowledge allows reason to function, 
and that only reason can make us free.” ® 

Freud’s own career offered the best possible proof 
that his faith in human reason was no mere illusion. 
For by the use of his faculties of observation and analy- 
sis he added more to our knowledge about humanity 
than any other thinker of our time. Moreover this faith 
enabled him to face the future with serenity— and to 
put his own discoveries in proper perspective: 

We may insist as much as we like that the human 
intellect is weak in comparison with human in- 
stincts, and be right in doing so. But nevertheless 
there is something peculiar about this weakness. 
The voice of the intellect is a soft one, but it does 
not rest until it has gained a hearing. Ultimately, 
after endlessly repeated rebuffs, it succeeds. This 
is one of the few points in which one may be opti- 
mistic about the future of mankind, but in itself 
it signifies not a little. And one can make it a 
starting-point for yet other hopes. The primacy of 
the intellect certainly lies in the far, far, but still 
probably not infinite, distance.^ 

* Peter Gay : ''T he Enlightenment in the History of Political 
Theory,” Political Science Quarterly, LXIX (September 1954), 
P* 379 - 

^ Future of an Illusion, pp. 96-y. 
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Freud looked out on the world without illusion, yet 
with 'warm humanitarian feeling/' ® "Man at his best 
and man at his worst/’ he saw, was "subject to a com- 
mon set of explanations: . . . good and evil” grew 
"from a common process.” Thus Freud "provided an 
image of man that . . . made him comprehensible 
without at the same time making him contemptible/’ ® 
He confronted the facts of existence with a judicious 
combination of reason, realism, and humanity. He had 
the courage to deny himself the comfort of religion, 
and the still greater courage to attest frankly to his 
purely secular faith. In his latter years he was in con- 
stant pain, which he bore w'ith fortitude. "If you would 
endure life,” he had advised, "be prepared for death/’ ^ 


V. Jung and the ^'Collective Unconscious** 

Carl Gustav Jung is at the meeting-point between Berg- 
son and Freud. In redefining Freud's notion of the 
libido as a generalized overflowing of life energy — in 
depriving it of the sexual connotations that Freud at- 
tached to it— Jung specifically equated it with Bergson’s 
elan vital. 'This w'ould be reason in itself for giving some 
consideration to Jung’s theoiics. Beyond that, how'ever, 
we have the auth^' ity of Freud’s biographer for rank- 
ing Jung as the most important of the successive "her- 
etics” who broke aw'ay from orthodox psychoanalysis. 
The other defector commonly mentioned in the same 
category, Alfred Adler, Freud simply did not take seri- 
ously. "What Adler had to offer was so superficial and 
indeed banal that it could seldom make any appeal to 
serious investigators.” And indeed, \dler’s real influ- 
ence was to come only after the Second World War 
with the success of the “neo t’reudian” current repre- 
sented by Erich Fromm, Karen Homey, and the like. 

* Jones: Freud, II, 293. 

0 Bruner- “Freud and the Image of Man,” pp 342, 347. 

1 “Thoughts for the Times,*’ p. 317. 
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'7ung, on the other hand, began with a far more exten- 
sive knowledge of psychoanalysis than Adler ever had 
... his intellectual ability and the width of his cul- 
tural background far transcended Adler's . . . , and 
what he offered the world was an alternative explana- 
tion of at least some” of Freud's discoveries.* 

Moreover, there was an element of deep personal 
hurt in the rupture between the two. The adherence to 
psychoanalysis, beginning in 1904, of the Swiss group 
that included Jung had been the first great success of 
the doctrine beyond Freud's immediate circle. And of 
the Swiss, Jung was by far the most promising. Vigor- 
ous, intelligent, martial in bearing, with a youthful en- 
thusiasm for psychoanalysis and all its works— Jung 
appealed strongly to a Freud who already felt himself 
aging. It was not long before the latter was treating 
Jung as his adopted son and successor-designate. The 
young Swiss was twenty years Freud’s junior and seemed 
well fitted to carry on the doctrine after its founder 
had been carried off by early death (whicl^was one of 
Freud's settled convictions). Nor was the fact that Jung 
was non-Jewish, and highly ‘‘respectable” from ever}' 
other standpoint, of negligible importance in Freud's 
desire to push him forw'ard. Conversely the suspicion of 
anti-Semitism lingered around Jung s activities both be- 
fore and after the break. 

At the International Psychoanalvtic Congress of 1910 
—the second major gathering of Freud's adherents— the 
founder of psychoanalysis saw to it that Jung was 
elected president of the association. The previous year, 
however, the strain between the two had already begun. 
Its origin seems to go back to Freud's trip to the United 
States, when Jung accompanied him and shared honors 
with him at the epoch-making lectures at Clark Uni- 
versity. During the next three years misunderstandings 
and tensions mounted, until Jung’s publication of the 
first version of his essay On the Psychology of the Un~ 


2 Jones: Freud, II, 137-8, 28}. 
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conscious showed that an official rupture was not far 
away. By 1914, all communication between the two had 
ceased. How desperately Freud suffered from the loss 
was evidenced by the fact that he fainted on two differ- 
ent occasions of maximum strain. 

What w'crc the grounds of the separation? Initially 
and most obviously, there was the fact that Jung had 
gradually “w'atcred down'’ the sexual basis of psycho- 
analytic theory until it had virtuallv disappeared. Freud 
and his loyal followeis suspected that Jung’s reasons 
for doing so were not exclusively scientific, they accused 
him of cowardice; the Swis.>, they reasoned as mem- 
bers of a patrician, conser\ative society, weic peculiarly 
vulnerable to the opprobrium that the sexual aspects of 
psychoanahtic theory aroused. But this difference in 
the interpretation of neurotic symptoms was merely 
the most apparent manifestation of a deepci and more 
generalized psychological incompatibility. Freud and 
Jung had minds that worked quite differently: it was 
only on the grounds of fantastic anthropological specu- 
lation that the two— despite their mutual denials— re- 
mained on a parallel course. Otherwise— in intellectual 
training, in methodology^ in implicit philosophy — they 
were poles apart. An analysis of these difference.^ may 
be the best w'ay to approach the central question that 
Jung presents— did he ‘‘deepen” Freud’s theories, as 
his apologists claim, or, as the orthodox Freudians as- 
sert, w^as iic little more than an intellectual charlatan 
W'ho “perverted” the findings of psychoanalysis beyond 
recognition? 

One of the most persuasive of Jung’s interpreters has 
stated the difference between him and Freud as fol- 
lows: “Freud . . . missed up on two main points: he 
did not understand history, and he did not understand 
religion.” ® About the latter itement, I think, there 
would be little serious dispute: even among the skeptics 

3 Ira Progoff • /iing’9 Psychology and Its Social Meaning, Evei- 
grecrt edition (New York, 1955), p 9- 
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of his generation, Freud lacked the sympathetic under- 
standing of religious sentiment that characterized the 
work of Weber or Sorel. The former assertion is more 
doubtful; yet it at least suggests a cleavage between 
Freud and Jung that existed from the start. 

While Freud’s training had been almost exclusively 
scientific and medical, Jung came to psychoanalysis 
steeped in philosophy, literature, and history. A citizen 
of Basel— the most proudly aristocratic and self-con- 
sciously cultured of Swiss cities— Jung had imbibed the 
tradition of Nietzsche, of Burckhardt, and of J. J. Bach- 
ofen, the speculative ethnologist and student of my- 
thology who ranked as the third of the intellectual lumi- 
naries associated with Basel. There had been both 
pastors and physicians in his family— as Jung himself 
was to be a bit of both. One suspects that he never had 
a truly scientific mind: his career in clinical psychiatry 
was— far more than in Freud’s case— a detour from his 
real intellectual interests. 

These were of a boldly imaginative orders Even more 
than Bergson, Jung turned increasingly toward mys- 
ticism in the course of his long life. And it is fair to say 
that this intellectual bent gave him a sense for the 
ambiguities of history' which was closer to that of the 
true historian than Freud’s. In Freud’s ventures into 
historical and anthropological speculation, there was 
always a lingering trace of the mechanistic and the uni- 
lateral. In Jungs case, history led naturally into myth, 
and myth in turn to religion. By the time that his 
theory was fully developed— although it continues to 
this day to ramify and to alter— Jung had become a 
frank intiiitionist and irrationalist. “We ought to be 
particularly grateful to Bergson,” he wrote, “for having 
broken a lance in defence of the irrational.” * Yet Jung 
himself went far beyond Bergson. As we have already 

^ “Ld StructuTe de Vinconscient” Archives de Psychologies 
XVI (1916), trcinslatcd by R. F. C Hull as ‘'The Structure of 
the Unconscious," The Collected 'Works of C. G. Jung (Bol- 
iingen Senes XX), VII (New York, 1953), p. 283. 
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noted, he and Pcgiiy are the only members of the dra- 
matis persoruB of this study who can be called romanti- 
cists 01 irrationalists in any proper sense. 

In his clinical treatment Jung veered farther and far- 
ther away from the orthodox methods of psychoanaly- 
sis. As a logical corollary to his denigration of sexuality, 
he diverted his attention from the problems of children 
and the young toward those of people in the latter half 
of life. For tliem, he argued, a mere sexual adjustment 
was insufficient: in the years of man's decline, spiritual 
force alone could provide the courage to go on living. 
Hence — although he professed no formal religion him- 
self— -Jung urged on his patients the virtues of religious 
practice. Those who had retained some c onnection with 
the faith of their fathers were advised to return to it. 
The others could follow Jung himself in his studies of 
the esoteric symbolism of Asian religions. 

The great symbols of religion, the sense of mystic par- 
ticipation in a spiritual world foicc—thcsc became the 
most celebrated features of Jung s teaching. He and his 
patients set out in quest of the ‘'archetypes"— the prime 
symbols of humanity that niam tamed themselves intact 
across the barriers of culture and of time. Through the 
archetypes, they hoped to enter into communion with 
the "collective unconscious"— the memory of the race 
in which the deepest wisdom lay stored. Beyond "the 
working of the iiitcllect," Jung asserted, 

there is a thinking in pr'mordial images— in sym- 
bols which are older th:»n historical man; w'hich 
have been ingrained in him from earliest times, 
and, eternally living, outlasting all generations, 
still make up the groundwork of the human 
psyche. It is only possible to live the fullest life 
when we are in harmony with these symbols; wis- 
dom is a return to them,® 

® Modern Man in Search of a Soul (including most of the 
essays published in Seelenprobleme der Gegenwart [Zurich, 
IQ51]), translated by W. S. Dell and Cary F. Baynes (New York 
and London, 1947), pp. 129-30. 
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The collective unconscious, as the central feature of 
Jungs teaching, is a good point at which to shift over 
to the arguments of his critics. Before doing so, how- 
ever, we should frankly recognize that Freud himself 
had placed the orthodox in a somewhat difficult posi- 
tion by himself postulating a psychological factor that 
came close to Jung's racial unconscious. Totem and Ta- 
boo had originally been intended as a rebuke and cor- 
rective to the mythological speculations on which 
Freud had earlier encouraged Jung to enter, but which 
had subsequently gone far afield: its date of publication 
coincided with the final break between the two. Yet 
Totem and Taboo itself, with its story of the slaying of 
the primeval father, was almost as fanciful as Jung's 
speculations; in assuming a universal sense of guilt, it 
implied the inheiitance of collective memory traces. 
Indeed, Freud wrote quite specifically of a “collective 
mind." ** In what respect, the uninitiated might won- 
der, was this different from Jung's “collective uncon- 
scious"? ^ 

The orthodox have been rather hard put to it to give 
a satisfactory answer—to demolish Jung without includ- 
ing Freud himself in the carnage. Personally 1 find the 
greater part of their arguments on this issue both 
strained and unconvincing. The most sensible thing 
they have done has been to discount the idea of the in- 
heritance of memory traces as one of those lapses to 
which all great minds are subject, and as unessential to 
the main outlines of Freud's theory,"^ (^nce they have 
surmounted this hurdle, however, they have had com- 
paratively easy going. It has not been difficult for them 
to deal unmercifully with Jung's collective unconscious. 
For they have quite thoroughly dciiioiistiated that far 
from “deepening" Freud's theory, the notion of a col- 
lective layer below the “personal" unconscious has 
added nothing to it; on the contrary, it has actually 

® Totem and Taboo, p. 157. 

’ Sec Edward Glover- Freud or Jung? Mendian edition (New 
York, 1956), pp. 39-43. 
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‘'flattened it out." Since the collective unconscious in 
practice proves to be a realm in which anything or 
nothing may occur— since it has no unequivocal mean- 
ing either for clinical purposes or in scientific under- 
standing— the only tangible result of its construction 
has been to force the personal unconscious into an ex- 
tremely narrow area. Caught between the realm of the 
primordial symbols and the realm of ordinary conscious 
processes, the Jungian personal unconscious leads a 
restricted and precarious existence. 

This is the most telling feature of the orthodox 
criticism of Jung’s work. Under such rigorous scrutiny 
his teaching turns out to be little more than another 
one of those academic, ‘'conscious” psychologies whose 
insufficiencies Freud devoted his life to exposing. Basi- 
cally it is a doctrine of moral and spiritual uplift, little 
else. It has added virtually nothing to what the mystics 
have always known— and which, as wc earlier observed, 
is not really communicable. Indeed, it is far vaguer than 
most mystic teaching. For Jung has not been in the 
proper sense a religious leader, much as he has liked 
to surround himself with an atmosphere of devotion to 
his own person: he has propounded no defined reli- 
gious doctrine. He has simply recommended religion — 
any religion— to his patients from ‘ the standpoint of 
psychic hygiene.” ® Such an instrumental attitude to- 
ward religious faith could scarcely fail to piove offen- 
sive to a truly devout person. 

Once the factitious character of Jung s mysticism has 
been exposed, it has been almost too easy to deal with 
the rest of his theories. His elaborate charting of psy- 
chological types, his creation of such psychic individ- 
ualities as the animus^ the anima, the persona, and the 
“shadow," suggest the aberrations of a basically intui- 
tive mind that has felt a compulsion to arrange things 
in neat categories. His dabblings in the history of al- 
chemy, his experiments with symbolic artifacts and the 


* Modern Man in Search of a Soul, p. 129. 
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drawing of dreams, betray a restless imagination in 
search of new stimulation. Obviously only a man of 
enormous intelligence and versatility could have 
thought up all the odd devices that have entranced 
Jung and his disciples over the past half-century. 

Hence it would be wrong to dismiss him as a char- 
latan. Jung has understood things about history, re- 
ligion, and mythology that escaped Freud's more dis- 
ciplined mind. It is perhaps for this reason that he has 
appealed almost as much as Freud — or, as in the case 
of James Joyce and Hermann Hesse, still more than 
Freud — to the creative writers of our century But his 
wider understanding was of no profit to him- he was 
unable to express what he had learned in any unam- 
biguous form. His mind was profoundly confused, and 
his writings arc a tiial to anyone who attempts to dis- 
cover in them a logical sequence of ideas 

It would be impossible and unprofitable, then, to try 
to sort them out one by one The best we can do is 
to conclude that Jung is a mystagogue who fkst erupted 
on the intellectual scene in the incongruous guise of a 
man of science and follower of Freud In trying to 
deepen Freud’s teaching, he did just the opposite He 
retreated from all the advanced positions that psycho- 
analvtic theory had staked out. He abandoned or com- 
pletely waleicd down the concepts of ‘'the unconscious, 
infantile sexuality, repression, conflict and transference” 
that were its minimum piinciples.® His critics are on 
firm ground in calling him a “reactionary.” 


® Clover Freud or Jung? p. 88. 
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Georges SoreVs Search for Reality 


S OMETIME in the early 1930's, in parallel and almost 
simultaneous demarches, the Russian and Italian 
ambassadors to Fiance proposed to erect a monument 
above the grave ot Georges Sorel, which, they under- 
stood, had fallen into a state of disrepair during the 
decade that had elapsed since his death/ I’hus had the 
official representatives ot Fascism and Communism 
chosen to honor in similar fashion the thinker whom 
they both regarded— with some justice— as an ideologi- 
cal forebear. 

The episode is characte-istic of the ambiguity that 
has surrounded Soiel's meuioxy. His mind was r, windy 
crossroads by which there blew nearly every new social 
doctrine of the early twentieth century. We have al- 
ready met him 111 his capacity as the most imaginative 
of the critics of Marxism. Yet Marxian socialism was 
only one of the successive political positions to which 
he adhered— and this he espoused in at least three dis- 

1 Preface by Daniel HaliKy to Pierre Andreu: Notre Maitre, 
M. Sorel (Paris, 1953), pp- iQ-20. 1 ’hc story may be apocryphal. 
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tinct forms. At the beginning of his intellectual career, 
he raised his voice as a provincial conservative, in pas- 
sionate reaction against the intellectualist cleverness of 
Paris. In the 1890’s, with his discovery of Marx, he be- 
gan the revisionist phase of his career that was to take 
him through the earlier and more ‘"idealistic” of the vi- 
cissitudes of the Dreyfus case. In the succeeding decade, 
the central and most fruitful period of his life, he 
reached a third position, which at last brought him a 
substantial, if rather special measure of fame. From 
1898, when he published the first of his essays on syn- 
dicalism, to 1908, when his two most influential works 
appeared, the Reflections on Violence and The Illu- 
sions of ProgresSy Sorel was occupied with elaborating 
the doctrine of spontaneous, non-rationalizcd activity 
on the part of the proletariat, with which his memory 
was chiefly to be associated. It was also in this period 
that he experienced the influence of the two contempo- 
rary philosophers who were most profoundly to mark 
his thought, Ilcnri Bergson and William Ja#ncs. 

Sorel might well have stopped at this point. He w'as 
more than sixty years old. and he had at least two lives 
behind him. Yet he went on to the final phases of his 
intellectual quest which have sulxscqucntly tormented 
his biographers — his elaborate flirtation with monarch- 
ist nationalism in the period 1910 to 191^, his despair- 
ing uncertainties of the w'ar \ears, his triumphant salute 
to Lenin in 1919/ and his equivocal, half-admiring 
references to Mussolini, who was to come to power only 
tw'O months after his own death. One has the impres- 
sion that physical weakness and death alone could 
bring to an end this l^affling accumulation of paradoxes 
and contradictions. 

Nor did revolutionary theory and practice exhaust 
the range of his interests. Classical scholarship, the his- 
tory of Chiistianity, epistemology, and the rationale 
of the natural sciences all provided continuing suste- 

- “Pour Lemne” published as an appendix to the fourth 
French edition of the Reflectiom on Violence, 
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nance for his restless curiosity. Technical economics 
and the cultural sociology of the European bourgeoisie 
caught his interest more sporadically. It would be im- 
possible to fit Sorel into any neat academic category. 
He was a philosopher and historian, a sociologist and 
propagandist, all rolled into one. Above all, he was what 
the F’rench call a ‘'moralist/' 

Regarded from one point of view, Sorcl was more 
centrally located— in an intellectual sense— than any of 
his contemporaries. The roster of his literary friendships 
was one of unparalleled distinction. Wc have noticed 
already the relation of mutual esteem that Ixmiid him 
to Croce and Pareto. With the former— despite the in- 
creasing divergence of their interests— he continued to 
correspond until the eve of his death. 'The latter— who 
detested sentimental effusions — wrote of his departed 
friend with unprecedented warmth. Since they had first 
become acquainted in 1897, Pareto declared in an 
obituary article, “no cloud had troubled" their friend- 
ship: their temperaments had been radically opposed, 
but partly because they were so opposed, they had been 
able to understand each other. And in his search for the 
truth, Pareto added, Sorel had always displayed an ab- 
solute rectitude.^ 

In the circle of young men which gathered around 
Charles Peguy and the Cahiers de la Quinzainey Sorel 
played the role of an older mentor.* And he shared with 
P6guy an enthusiasm for the metaphysics of Bergson 
that made them both regular auditors of the latter's 
celebrated lectures at the College de France. Bergson 
himself quite correctly refused to regard Sorcl as a 
disciple. The author of the Reflections on Violencey he 
sensibly remarked, was “too original and too independ- 
ent a spirit to enroll himself under anyone's banner." 
But he added that Sorcl had accepted some of his views 
and had understood him perfectly. Sorel himself re- 

® Vilfredo Pareto, **Georges Sorely'* Im Ronda, IV (Sleptcmbcr 
and October 1922), 541-2, 547-8 

* See Chapter 9. 
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ported in 1910 that Bergson had told him— doubtless 
with polite exaggeration— that ""no one up to now had 
penerated as well as I had, what he had tried to do.” 
And Bergson’s favorable reception of the essays on his 
own philosophy that Sorel had included in his last book 
was one of the few happy events relieving the gloom 
of his final months.® 

Yet despite the impressive support of those who re- 
spected his work and called him friend, Sorel remained 
an isolated figure. He could maintain contact with 
Croce and Pareto only from a distance; he eventually 
fell out with Peguy; and with Bergson his relations 
never advanced beyond a reserved respect. Moreover, 
while the great and original minds among his contem- 
poraries appreciated him at his full worth— with the sig- 
nificant exception of Lenin, who called him a ""noto- 
rious muddlehead” the general public found him 
much too hard to follow. Sorel was well aware of this. 
""The defects of my manner of writing,” he admitted, 
""prevent me getting access to a wide public.” But he 
refused to be troubled by it: 

I put before my readers the working of a mental 
effort which is continually endeavouring to break 
through the bonds of what has been previously 
constructed for common use, in order to discover 
that which is truly personal and individual. I’he 
only things I find it worth while entering in my 
notebooks are those which I have not met else- 
where, I readily skip the transitions between these 
things, because they nearly always come under the 
heading of commonplaces.'^ 

Letter of Bergson to Gilbert Maire, cited by Gaytan Pirou: 
Georges Sorel (1847-1922) (Pans. 1927), pp. Letter of 

Sorel to Edouard Berth (November 1910), cited by Andreu: 
Sorel, p. 241, Ibid , p. 262. 

® Materialism and Empirio-Cnticism (Collected Works, XIII) 
(New York, 1927), p. 249 

^ Introduction in the form of a letter to Daniel Hal6vy, 
Keflextons sur la violence (Pans, 1908) (earlier published as a 
senes ot articles in Mouvement socialiste, 1906), translated by 
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Sorel knew his own weaknesses. At the same time he 
knew that these very failings could eventually rank as 
his strengths. They reflected his eccentric working- 
methods: the whole voluminous, disorderly corpus of 
his writings— at least thirteen books and countless arti- 
cles on an appalling variety of subjects— has been de- 
scribed as a collection of personal notes and polemics on 
his vast reading. Throughout his work, however, he sys- 
tematically avoided the banal. Sorel can be exasperat- 
ing, tiring, and terribly wrong-headed. But he is almost 
never obvious nor smug. 

Hence in a study such as the present one it seems 
best to treat Sorel in a chapter by himself. To set him 
off in this fashion does not mean to rank him as the 
greatest of his contemporaries— he was far from that. 
But it means that he must be regarded as sui generis— 
a phenomenon defying exact classification. 

To the English-speaking public, Sorel is known al- 
most exclusively for his Reflections on Violence, the 
only one of his books that has been translated. And 
this is quite understandable in terms of the work's in- 
trinsic merit. As the most impressive product of SoreVs 
central creative period, it gave the classic forinuLlions 
to the ideas commonly associated with his name— the 
notion of violence as a purifying force '‘without hatred 
and without the spirit of revenge”; the charactei ization 
of historical “myths,” and in particular the syndicalist 
myth of the general strike, as “pictures of battles” 
which were alone capable of arousing the inert mass 
of mankind to concerted action; and the more paradoxi- 
cal assimilation of this thinking in terms of myth to 
the methodology of modern science.® These were the 
ideas that subsequent social thinkers were most fre- 
quently to adopt and exploit in tidier form. But they 

T. E. Hulme and }. Roth as Reflections on Violence, new edition 
with an introduction by Edward A. Shils (Glencoe, 111 ., 1950), 
PP- 33 - 4 - 

® Ibid., pp. 48-9, 132, 170. 
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represented only a small selection of the bewildering 
number of suggestions that Sorel had scattered abroad 
in such generous profusion. 

The Reflections on Violence, then, does not give an 
adequate idea of SoreVs range or his power of self-con- 
tradiction. The most systematic of his books, it had 
benefited by the editorial labors of one of his younger 
friends, the gifted writer Daniel Halevy. To understand 
SoreFs work in its full complexity one must grapple 
with his other writings— -or at least with those that treat 
of the methods and subject matter of the social sci- 
ences. 

It so happens that in the year 1951 three different 
American scholars simultaneously published full-scale 
analyses of SoreFs ideas and influence. Their subtitles 
reveal the contrasting conclusions that their authors 
reached. For Richard Humphrey, Sorel is a '"prophet 
without honor’'*— an inadequately recognized precursor 
of relativity in science and instrumentalism in social 
thought; ° for Scott H. Lytle, he is an "apostle of fanati- 
cism" — more destroyer than constructive thinker; ' for 
James H. Meisel, the most subtle of Sorelian scholars, 
the path to understanding lies through a minute ex- 
amination of SoreFs "formative period." ^ In comparing 
their meticulously documented studies, I have been 
struck once again with William James's contrast be- 
tween "tough-" and "tender-minded ness." One inter- 
preter chooses to stress the "open" and humane aspects 
of his subject's work; another is more impressed with 
its "closed" and intolerant quality. In the case of a 
writer as equivocal as Sorel, it is virtually impossible to 
write about him at all without putting a disproportion- 

® Georges Sorel: Prophet without Honor: A Study in anti- 
Intellectualifnn (Cambridge, Mass., 1951). 

^ “Georges Sorel; Apostle of Fanaticism,"’ Modern France: 
Problems of the Third and Fourth Republics, edited by Edward 
Mead Earle (Princeton, N J., 1951), pp. 26^1-90. 

2 The Genesis of Georges Sorel: An Account of His Formative 
Period Followed by a Study of Hts Influence (Ann Arbor, Mich., 
1951). 
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ate emphasis on one or the other aspect of his thought. 

Yet in this very difficulty lies the challenge that 
Sorcl presents. What is ‘"tough” and what is "tender” 
in his writing are inextricably entangled. TTic two as- 
pects are inseparable: indeed, it is the tension between 
them that gives SoreFs work both its quality of illumi- 
nating reality and its fatal weakness. This concern with 
the definition of reality is the central problem that I 
should like to treat in Sorel. Relegating to the back 
ground the successive political positions that have usu- 
ally occupied the attention of scholars, I shall concen- 
trate on Sorel’s contribution to the presuppositions and 
practices of contemporary social thought. By bringing 
together in coherent sequence the contrasting elements 
that went into his search for reality, we can perhaps 
discern a unity in his quest transcending his ideological 
shifts and contradictions. And I shall try to suggest 
that it was the very quality of fanaticism and extremism 
in his thought which enabled him to see things that 
had escaped the attention of earlier writers— just as it 
was this same quality that permitted him to go so far 
and no farther in the definition of social reality. 


A number of initial clues to Sord’s highly eccentric 
position may be found in the salient points of his biog- 
raphy. As opposed to the vast majority of the leading 
French intellectuals of his day, Sorel was not a scion of 
the upper bourgeoisie, enjoving the freedom fioin fi- 
nancial worries and the secure social status that went 
with such an origin. Nor was he like Peguy that rare 
specimen among the French intelligentsia, a true son 
of the people. Sorel was a bourgeois, and he remained 
such all his life; but he was a bourgeois of a rather spe- 
cial sort. The son of a Nornian couple of middling in- 
come and with intellectual ambitions for their children, 
he had doubtless been shaken by the financial reverses 
his father had suffered during his childhood: these 
calamities had necessitated an inordinately austere 
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mode of living and had tended to isolate the Sorel 
family from their own social class.® 

Moreover, in radical contrast to the customary path 
of fledgling French intellectuals, Sorel had pursued a 
technical rather than a literary and humanistic educa- 
tion. In 1865, when he was nearly eighteen, he was 
admitted to the Ecole Polytechnique— -the scientific 
and military counterpart to that other summit of the 
French educational system, the Ecole Normale Superi- 
eure, where so many of the intellectual luminaries of 
his day were to receive their training. In 1870 he began 
his professional career as an engineer for the govern- 
ment department of budges and roads Hie next two 
decades were to see him moving about from one pro- 
vincial center to another, pursuing with quiet efficiency 
his honorable calling and in his spare time reading 
voraciously. 

This self-education in the provinces doubtless had a 
good deal to do with SoreVs subsequent independence 
and originality. By throwing him on his owr^and keep- 
ing him clear of the coteries of Pans, it encouraged his 
tendencies towaid intellectual self-reliance. Sorel him- 
self said in later life that he had spent twenty years 
unlearning what he had retained from his formal edu- 
cation/ After a decade and a half of this sort of prepara- 
tion, he was ready for the expression of his own ideas: 
his first tw^o books appeared in 1889, while he was still 
in government employment. Three years later, having 
received the recognition he considered proper with the 
award of the Legion of Honor, Sorel resigned from the 
service and settled down in the Parisian suburb of 
Boulogne-sur-Seine to live on a modest inheritance. The 
next thirty years— the years of his second life— were to 
see practically no change in the outward circumstances 
of his quiet existence. But they were to be full of the 
tumults aroused by his irrepressible disputatiousness. 

« Andreu: Sorely pp. 25-6. 

* Letter to Daniel Hal6vy, Reflections, p. 32. 
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One further circumstance separated Sorel from his 
intellectual peers. His common-law wife, whom resj>ect 
foi his family's wishes alone kept him from marrying, 
was a peasant girl almost without education. Sorel care- 
fully nurtured her mind, and she in turn, by bringing 
him closer to the common people, inspired his socialist 
studies. Her simple religious convictions were also in 
part responsible for the unvarying respect with which 
Sorel treated the history of the Catholic Church. On 
her death in 1897, her husband vowed the rest of his 
life to the cultivation of her memory. 

The two earliest and most constant of the intellect- 
ual elements which produced the curious amalgam that 
was Sorel's mind were already in implicit contrast. By 
training and profession he was an engineer; by tempera- 
ment he was a moralist. 

The imprint of SoreVs work as an engineer never 
vanished from his mind. Although he completely 
abandoned his professional career and spent the last 
thirty years of his life in literary pursuits, he retained 
the engineer’s cast of thought. His respect went to the 
^"makers and doers ^ of the world: '‘the way of percep- 
tion he most trusted was through the hand; the kind 
of people he most trusted were those who used their 
hands to deal with the world — working people and art- 
ists." * And he had a similar respect for the machine. 
I’he world of nature, on the other hand, he feared and 
distrusted. Or, more pre<'isely, he disliked what he 
called "natural nature," as contrasted with the "arti- 
ficial nature" that scientists and technicians imposed 
on the chaos of reality. This distinction between the 
impenetrable mysteries of nature itself and the artificial 
constructions of science that alone enabled man to 
tame it — and thereby to understand it — was absolutely 
central to SoreVs thought, flie positivists, he argued, 
had never had the wit to see the difference— hence the 


® Humphrey. Sorel, p. 64. 
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scorn that Sorel professed for what he called their 
**petite science'' ® 

To create '*an artificial world of order”— that was 
Sorel’s basic and unvarying aim.’ Even the notion of 
the political myth that was to make him famous did 
not contrast so totally with the thought-structure of the 
technician as might at first appear. For the myth also 
w'as an artificial construction — a handle with which to 
get a hold on social reality. Similarly, it is by this route 
that we can begin to discover the relation between Sor- 
cl’s engineering mentality and the other original ele- 
ment in his psychology— his unbending moraiism. 

As a moralist Sorel was oldTashioncd and even prud- 
ish. His ligor in sexual matters was altogether extraordi- 
nary: one can think of no other of his contemporaries 
who would have argued in all seriousness that ‘'the 
world will become more just only to the extent to which 
it becomes more chaste.”*^ Sorel himself recognized 
how deeply he felt about moral questions. In thanking 
Croce for the favorable review of his Reflections on 
Violence which the Italian scholar had published, he 
noted that Croce had well discerned what was ''the 
great preoccupation” of his “whole life, the historical 
genesis of morality.” ” 'I’lns ethical rigor gives the clue 
to the conservative aspects of Sorel's thought that have 
appeared to be in hopeless contradiction to his bettcr- 
know'ii insistence on revolutionary violence. If, in his 
first book, on Socrates' trial, he took the unusual posi- 
tion of siding with the Athenian state against the phi- 
losopher, it w'as because he felt that Socrates was in 
sober truth a corrupter, an agent of dissolution in a 
society that still respected the heroic ideals of a simpler 
age. Similarly, Sorei’s abiding hostility to eighteenth- 

^ ''L" Experience dans la physique modeme” De Wtilite du 
pragmatisnie (Pans, 1921), pp 336-7; Reflections, p. 162. 

^ Humphrey: Sorel, p. 13 

® **PT 6 face pour ColajannV (1899), Matenaux d'une thiorie 
du proletariat (Pans, 1919), p. 199. 

® Letter of May 6, 1907, La Critica, XXVI (1928), 100. 
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century thought has been ascribed to his sense of shoe’ 
at the ‘^loose morality” of that era.’ 

Thus in ethical questions also it was Sorel’s aim to 
impose an order-— this time not on inanimate nature, 
but on primitive, brute humanity. Sorel claimed to have 
few illusions about mankind. His own pessimism, he 
declared, was essentially a '‘philosophy of conduct.” * 
"Movements toward greatness,” he explained to Croce, 
were "always an effort, and movements toward deca- 
dence always natural^ "Our nature,” he added, "is 
invincibly borne toward what the philosophers of his- 
tory consider as bad, whether it be barbarism or 
whether it be decadence.” ® Hence his lifelong quest 
was for a ricorso — a renewal of human historv through 
the restoration of archaic and heroic values. I’his con- 
cept of the ncorso— literally a "rerunning”— Soiel had 
derived from Giambattista Vico, whom he had dis- 
covered even before Croce, and to whom he had de- 
voted one of his earliest essays,* 

Like Vico, in his attitude of "moral pessimism,” Sorel 
warned far more against decadence than against bar- 
barism. He even found positive virtue in a certain kind 
of barbarism. In common with Nietzsche, he discovered 
a life-giving force in the "master” morality of hero/ ages. 

The influence of Nietzsche on Sorel has been the 
subject of considerable debate. On occasion their names 
have been linked with Freud's as "the great prophets 
of the modern age.” ^ Unquestionably, many of SoreFs 
ideas echoed those of Nietzsche: they were both im- 
placable opponents of bourgeois mediocrity and advo- 
cates of an unsentimental ethical integrity. Yet there 
appears to be no evidence of a direct influence. At the 
time of his earliest work, which proposed an interpre- 
tation of Greek civilization strikingly similar to Nie- 

1 Pirou: Sorel, p. 14. 

2 Letter to Daniel Haldv}', Reflections, p, 38. 

® Letter of January 25, 1911, La Critica, XXVI (1928), 343. 

* See Chapter 6. 

® Humphrey: Sorel, p. 218. 
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tzsche's, Sorel had not yet heard of the German philos- 
opher. A full discussion of Nietzsche's ethical theories 
came only in his mature writings — notably in the Re- 
flections on Violence. Here once again in the history of 
ideas we find two thinkers independently and almost 
contemporaneously hitting upon the same notions.® 

Moreover, as opposed to Nietzsche, Sorel sought a 
practical political manifestation of his ethical aspira- 
tions. This search for a ricorso offers the key to his be- 
wildering political changes: he was constantly seeking 
and constantly meeting disappointment. Yet despite 
the pessimistic philosophy to which he formally sub- 
scribed, Sorel was blessed with a marvelous resilience. 
Again and again it enabled him to triumph over dis- 
couragement and to discover a new movement in which 
to vest his hope. 

Once more the mentality of the engineer and the 
ethical quest of the moralist seem to have diverged. Yet 
once more they can be brought together— this time 
through the mediating influence of Vico. Vico's cen- 
tral dictum— that man can understand the “civil 
world'' because he made it — is similarly central for 
Sorel. I'hrough Vico, he had learned to associate the 
act of doing and the act of knowing. Scientific con- 
struction, political engagement, understanding were for 
Sorel simply different aspects of the same search. In his 
mind the practical concept of understanding associated 
with the craftsman's or technician's calling was insepa- 
rable from the notion of moral commitment, if for no 
other reason because the craftsmen and technicians — 
the heroes of the machine age — offered the loftiest con- 
temporary examples of morality. This association will 
emerge more clearly when wc turn to examine the suc- 
cessive intellectual techniques by which Sorel sought 
to gain a firm grip on the elusive stuff of reality. 


® Note the contrasting statements in Meisel: SoreZ, p. li, 
and in Genevieve Bianquis: Nietzsche en France (Paris, 1929), 
pp. 83-4. The former, I believe, is the more correct interpretation. 
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Initially he developed the concept of dirempiion. 
This technique we have already encountered in discuss- 
ing Sorel's reworking of Marxism. We should now look 
at it in the broader context of general social theory. 

Sorel's clearest definition ran as follows: diremption 
meant "'to examine certain parts [of a situation, a series 
of events, or the like] without taking into account all 
of the ties which connect them to the Whole, to de- 
termine in some manner the character of their activity 
by isolating them.” It offered, Sorel subsequently ex- 
plained, '"a symbolic knowledge of what history creates 
by means incommensurate with our intelligence.” ^ In 
brief, diremptions were arbitrary abstractions from real- 
ity — approximately what Max Weber was to call “ideal 
types” or what subsequent social scientists were to speak 
of as “models.” 

But the similarity was no more than approximate. 
Actually SoreFs notion of an abstraction in social sci- 
ence was far less precise than what Weber and his in- 
tellectual descendants proposed. For an engineer, Sorel 
was curiously distrustful of precision. Or perhaps for 
that very reason he was unimpressed by it. As opposed 
to the social theorists who knew little of natural science 
and hence overvalued it, Sorel was well acquainted 
through personal experience with the tentative charac- 
ter of most scientific propositions. He knew how often 
their apparent precision masked the doubts and hesita- 
tions of the original researchers. 

And so he warned against taking his diremptions too 
literally. Like other kinds of symbols, they should not 
be applied too far from the context that originally pro- 
duced them: otherwise “their sense” would become 
“vague, their usage arbitrary, and . . their clarity de- 
ceptive.” Similarly one should “beware of . . . too 
great ligor in language, because it would be in contra- 
diction with the fluid character of reality.” “One should 

’ Appendix 1: “Unity and Multiplicity/’ added to second 
(1910) edition of Reflections, p 287; '*Avant-propos** (1914), 
MaUriaux, p. 7. 
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proceed,” Sorel advised, "‘by feeling one's way; one 
should try out probable and partial hypotheses, and be 
satisfied with provisional approximations, so as always 
to leave the door open to progressive correction.” More- 
over, many of the vaunted abstractions of social theory 
would on closer consideration reveal themselves as 
originating in the “region of common sense. ... In 
this region oiverything blends with everything else; for- 
mulas are true and false, real ind symbolical, excellent 
in one sense and absurd in another; everything depends 
on the use one makes of them.” ® 

Sorel's distrust of precision, then, sprang in part from 
his own practical knowledge of the limitations of the- 
ory. But it also reflected a more positive aim— a desire 
to embrace in his writing “the fluid character of reality” 
itself. This was an extraordinary, indeed, an almost 
unique ambition in a twentieth-century social theorist. 
Earlier writers had thought that they were doing just 
that— but their notions of what constituted the world 
of experience had been far more summary'. Iw general, 
social theorists of our own time have argued the impos- 
sibility of following the exact configurations of ob- 
served experience; they have stressed the need for 
setting up clarifying abstractKius, And this was the atti- 
tude that Sorel himself expressed toward the phy^sical 
world when he diffeientiated “natural” from “artificial” 
nature. Why, we may ask, did he attempt something 
so much more difficult when he approached the uni- 
verse of social relations? 

Herewith we come to the second formulation of his 
social-science method — a formulation overlapping and 
subtly altering the simpler concept of a diremption. It 
was a direct manifestation of the influence upon him of 
Henri Bergson, which, as we have seen, was particularly 
strong during the central years 1906-8, when he wrote 


* Ibid., p. 15; **AvemT socialiste des syndicats'* (1898), Matdri- 

aux, p. 58; necessitd e it fatalismo nel marxismo,'* Saggj, di 
cntica del marxismo (Milan, 1903), pp. 68-9. 
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the Reflections on Violence and The Illusions of Prog- 
ress. 

In this second formulation — which he actually ap- 
plied contemporaneously with the first — Sorel com- 
bined his old emphasis on the changing character of all 
social phenomena with a new and fuller recognition of 
non-logical motivation. Such a recognition had always 
been implicit in his interest in religion and sexual mor- 
ality; it now became dominant in his thought. It 
emerged in explicit form in the concept of the ‘‘m\th,” 

Superficially considered, the myth would seem to be 
simply a rather special kind of diremption. Each repre- 
sented a symbolic way of thinking. As Soicl used the 
term, however, a m\th appeared to he both more and 
less than a diremption. It was moie because it was not 
just a methodological abstraction : it was a “complex of 
pictures'' rather than a single element taken in isola- 
tion. Hence it reflected reality at more than one point. 
Moreover, a myth was a non-logical, irrational affair; for 
that very reason it approached closer to “the fluid char- 
acter of reality" than did the logically ordered abstrac- 
tions that social theorists usually devised. Finally, it 
was what human beings in fact acted upon— 3. merely 
logical abstraction left them cold: in this sense . Iso it 
possessed a kind of reality. 

On the other hand, the myth w'as less than a normal 
diremption in that it w^as less susceptible to enijnrical 
control. As Sorel had defined the use of abstiacoons in 
social theory, they were to be constantly subject to 
change and coirection as circumstances and the knowl* 
edge of the observer also changed. These correctives, he 
quite explicitly stated, applied to diremptions. But they 
did not apply to myths. I’he latter were autonomous, 
perfect in themselves, and should not be tampered 
with. “One must not try to analyze such complexes of 
pictures," Sorel warned, “as one would break a thing 
down into its elements; . . . one must take them as a 
whole, as historical forces, and . . . must above all re- 
frain from comparing actual accomplishments with the 
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images of them that had been generally accepted before 
the action.” ® 

The result was a kind of sociological mysticism. Now 
that Sorel had given full and explicit recognition to the 
realm of the irrational, he did not know what to do 
with it. He had discovered “what Heraclitus called the 
‘whirl/ what Bergson called the ‘flux' of cosmic proc- 
ess,” but he refused to follow the latter's procedure of 
“immersion” in the flux itself.' He remained too much 
the scientist for that. He was left high and dry on the 
shore-alone with his inexplicable symbols. Hence he 
could only conclude in a kind of desperation that his- 
tory presented an “inextricable complexity” and that 
reality remained “protected by . . . obscurity.” ^ 

The paradoxical result of Sorcl's effort to approach 
closer to reality through the concept of myth had been 
to carry him, in the sense of comprehensible explana- 
tion, farther from it. lire diremption method had al- 
ways implied some congruence with reality. The con- 
cept of the social myth dismissed the whole question as 
unimportant. From this methodological impasse Sorel 
was saved, provisionally at least, by the agency of Wil- 
liam )ame.s. 

The third and final formulation of Sorel's intellectual 
method was in terms of philosophic pragmatism. He 
had reached a position similar to that of James before 
he had heard of the American philosopher: his unvary- 
ing insistence on the origin in practical action of all 
valid social theory already implied a pragmatic ap- 
proach. Like James, Sorel distrusted merely intellectual- 
ist formulations — hence his running skirmish wuth 
eighteenth-century theories of progrc.ss and with nine- 
teenth-century positivism. But he also agreed with 
James in setting strict limits to his own anti-intellectu- 
alism. Indeed he protested against the use of the term 

® Letter to Daniel Hal^, Reflections, p. 49. I have altered 
the translation somewhat. 

^ Humphrey ; Sorel, p. 136. 

2 Les Illusions du progris (Paris, 1908), p. 2. 
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at all as a characterization of what he and James were 
doing: far from being anti-intellectualists, they were 
trying ''to dispel the confusions produced by scientism,'* 
and so "to create full confidence in the results of the 
legitimate work of the intellect/' ® Both James and 
Sorel had no quarrel with the classic, rational, human- 
ist tradition of European letters; indeed it was in this 
tradition that they had trained their minds and from it 
they had drawn the richness of their imagery. It was 
only against its abuse, in the form of merely verbal phil- 
osophic solutions, that they protested. 

Hence it was natural that in his last book of essays 
Sorel should have tried to promote James's ideas in 
France and to associate them in the public mind with 
his own. To this cozy fraternity he added Bergson — 
which again was natural in view of the French philoso- 
pher's enthusiasm for his American colleague. But just 
as he refused to follow Bergson all the way, so Sorel felt 
free to criticize James in detailed respects. More par- 
ticularly he argued that James had been imprudent in 
enrolling as philosophic allies people like Henri Poin- 
care, who, under the guise of “explaining in an easy 
fashion the revolutions that the artificial nature of the 
physicists has undergone in our era, have . . ex- 

pressed doubts on the reality of science." * 

"The reality of science"— here, as in sexual morality, 
lay one of Sorel's most sensitive nerve centers. And his 
sensitivity on the topic prevented him from enjoying 
to the full his new-found pragmatist allegiance. James's 
blithe agnosticism toward the categories both of science 
and of common sense made him extremely nervous. 
Although Sorel was now prepared to put his trust in 
common sense to a far greater extent than in the past, 
he was constitutionally unable to share James's lobust 
confidence in rough-and-read} intellectual procedures. 
Too much fastidiousness had earned over from his en- 
gineering days. 

• **Avant propos'" (1917), Pragmatisme, pp. 2-371. 

* Kant ^ William James” ibid , pp 84-5 
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Hence the final formulation of Sorel's thought re- 
mained problematical. Indeed, it was not really a final 
formulation at all. have never asked myself/' he had 
written to Croce, *'what would be the synthesis of my 
various writings. I write from day to day according to 
the needs of the moment." ^ In this sense Sorel's 
method had always been pragmatic. Through the 
agency of William James, he had come to recognize in 
explicit fashion his own philosophic pluralism. But he 
had refused to associate himself with the skeptical and 
relativist attitude that such a position usually implied. 
He insisted on clinging to the certainties of “artificial” 
nature. Hence his search for reality never reached its 
goal. He never discovered exactly what the term meant 
for him. Was the notion of reality merely a methodo- 
logical convenience, as James had implied? Or was 
there some certainty of its congruence with the world 
of sense experience, as the natural scientists customarily 
assumed? To these questions Sorel could find no clear 
answer. And he failed to find it because# the mental 
formation that had given him so penetrating an in- 
sight into the social and intellectual problems of his 
era, at the same time held him back from developing 
this insight into a coherent theory of social action. 

It is unquestionable that from the standpoint of 
Western democratic values Sorel's basic attitude was, 
in the words of a leading American sociologist, “mor- 
ally and politically pernicious." ® To fail to recognize 
all that was irrational, quixotic, and hateful in Sorcl's 
work would be to fall into the grossest errors of “tender- 
niindcdness." It would be equally misleading to look 
at Sorel sub specie ceternitatis— to view him simply as 
an abstract thinker and not as a highly passionate and 
“committed" mortal operating in a specific historical 
situation. With Sorel, as with Nietzsche, it is essential 

» Letter of April 28, 1903, La Crttica, XXV (1927), 372. 

« Introduction by Ed\vard A. Shils to Reflections, p. 29. 
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to remember that he regarded his own era as one of 
cultural and moral slackness, and that he believed it his 
duty to combat ‘‘bourgeois mediocrity'^ by enunciating 
a sterner and more strenuous ethic. Hence much that 
we today find repellent in Sorel—notably his hatred of 
parliamentary Socialism and of middle-class democ- 
racy-can be ascribed to the situation in which he wrote 
for better, what he believed that situation to be). Once 
we have recognized it for the manifest prejudice that 
it is, we may pass on to more abstract topics. 

It is also important to stress once more— in the wake 
of Humphrey and Mciscl, who have set the record 
straight— that Sorel ranks as a precursor of Communism 
and Fascism only in the most indirect sense. His influ 
ence on Lenin was nil: we have seen that toward SoreJ 
the founder of modern Communism expressed senti- 
ments far removed from the respect that the Soviet am- 
bassador manifested in inquiring about his grave. In the 
case of Mussolini the problem is more complicated. 
Certainly Sorel .said complimentary things about the 
future Ducc both during the latter's early career as a 
revolutionarv Socialist and during his march to power 
as leader of the new F'ascist movement. In fact, he was 
almost unique m having divined as eaily as 1912 the un- 
conventional C(>urse that Mussolini w'as to follow Hut 
it is questionable whether Mussolini ever learned any- 
thing specific fioni him. He w'as well acquainted with 
Sorcl's work before the w'ar— he successively praised it 
and damned it as Sorel's political position changed— 
but there is no truth in the legend that the two l.new 
each other personally. Essentially Mussolini seems to 
have arrived at his notions of political action by him- 
self. These notions paralleled Sorel's while omitting 
their subtleties. Mussolini did not need Sorel to teach 
him how to climb to power: he was a far better political 
tactician than his presumed master. But once he was 
safely installed there he found it convenient to cite 
Sorehs writings to rationalize and give intellectual re- 
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spectability to what he had done on his own—just as 
he was to cite Nietzsche and William James and a num- 
ber of others J 

When all this has been said, we can safely return to 
Sorcl as a social thinker in the broader sense. As I stated 
at the beginning of the chapter, it is extremely difficult 
to classify him or to rank him among his contempo- 
raries. As one of the loosely associated group of French 
writers who sought to correct the long-standing Gallic 
tradition of “general ideas"' and Cartesian categories, 
he was a better thinker than Peguy but less influential 
than Bergson. As a sociologist, he ranks far below Max 
Weber or Durkheim or even Pareto: his method was 
too discursive for the elaboiation of systematic social 
theory. As a philosopher of history, he could see many 
of the same problems as Croce, but he saw them less 
clearly. Why, then, do we bother so much about him? 

Soreb 1 believe, is one of those thinkers who are im- 
portant for the problems the\ raise rathei than for 
those that they solve. He is in the tradition of the great 
qucstioneis, the great troublcrs of the ready rnacl^ and 
the generally accepted, men such as Peter Abelard and 
Nietzsche — and Socrates. 'I’hc Socratic parallel may 
seem odd in view of the unkind things that Sorel wrote 
in his first Ixiok, but it is as apt as any other. Indeed, 
we who have never known Sorel personally are in no 
position to judge his influence fully: those who did 
know him testify that he was at his best not in his writ- 
ings but in the more Socratic relationship of personal 
intellectual exchange.** The ruddy cheeks, the white 
beard, the flashing blue eyes— these physical attributes, 
to which Sorel's younger contemporaries have so often 
alluded, underreored the brio of his conversation to 
make an indelible personal impression. 

Sorel was most effective, then, as a critical thinker. 
His passionate personal engagements, his tackings, veer- 

^ Andreu: Sorel, pp. 106-9; Gaudens Megaro: Mussolini in 
the Making (London, 1938), pp. 228—45. 

* Andreu: Sorel, pp. 286-7. 
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ings, and inconsistencies — the whole complex of emo- 
tions that has been called his “fanaticism”— gave him 
a unique critical stance from which to demolish intel- 
lectual humbug. The very astigmatic quality of his vi- 
sion made it all the more penetrating. At the same time, 
his intellectual eccentricity landed him in inextricable 
confusions. Two at least of these antinomies deserve 
some final consideration. 

In the first place, Sorel never succeeded in achieving 
the minimum of separation between his abstract social 
theories and his political commitments which would 
have made the former viable in theii own right. Indeed 
he believed that it would be fniitlcss to try to do so. 
Here Sorel was stating in an extreme and indefensible 
form what has become a truism of contemporary social 
theory. Obviously he was right in maintaining that no 
sociologist nor political writer could completely divorce 
himself from his own ethical presuppositions. But he 
failed to recognize the extent to which this was indeed 
possible, just as he tailed to discern the complexity of 
the problem of “objectiviH'” in social science as Max 
Weber was to define it in classic form.• ** Hence I think 
that Pareto was only half correct when he wrote m his 
obituary article that one could accept the analytical 
part of Sorel's work while rejecting the latter's ethical 
aspirations for the future.' These aspirations were too 
tightly woven into the analysis itself to be readily sepa- 
rable from it. 

In the second place, Sorel never found a proper vo- 
cabulary^ nor a suitable conceptual scheme into which 
he could fit what his critical intelligence had taught 
him. Like Freud, he had inherited from his early train- 
ing a mechanistic vocabulary that only inadequately 
expressed his later discoveries. And when he tried to 
find a substitute for it, he hit on nothing ntore helpful 
than the colorful but imprecise metaphor of the social 

• Sec Chapter 8. 

^ Paieto: “Sore//' p, 545. 
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myth. Sorel knew that the positivists were in error. But 
he discovered no new concept of scientific understand- 
ing that would carry a conviction of certainty equal to 
theirs. Sorel had embarked on his course of abstract in- 
quiry too late in life: he found himself hovering in a 
twilight zone between nineteenth-century faith in nat- 
uralistic science and twentieth-century confidence in 
the construction of precise abstractions. He was suffi- 
ciently discriminating to make the all-important dis- 
tinction between ''natural” and "artificial” nature. His 
*"diremptions*' and "myths” offered the elements at 
least of a coherent theory'. But he was unable to fit the 
pieces together. Men half a generation younger than 
he, Benedetto Croce and Max Weber, were to be the 
first to approach the resolution of the dilemmas that 
had left Sorel at a loss. 



CHAPTER 



Neo-Idealism in History 


I, The German Idealist Tradition 

I N Germany positivism never gained as great a hold 
as in France or Italy. To a German, an idealist phi- 
losophy was a kind second nature. P'or it was in this 
mold that German thought had been cast in the great 
era from the mid-eighteenth century to the Revolution 
of 1848. Kant, as we have seen, remained the dominant 
formative influence on the German mind. And Kant’s 
contemporaries Goethe and Schiller— the classical writ- 
ers on whom German schoolboys were nurtured— 
taught what was usually taken to be a similar lesson. A 
generation later, and in more dogmatic and eccentric 
form, Hegel had reinforced the same precepts: like his 
predecessors, he had built out his doctrine from the 
idealist premise that the ultimate reality of the universe 
lay in '‘spirit’' or “idea” rather than in the data of sense 
perception. 

This conviction w^as what separated most decisively 
the German philosophic tradition from the European 
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norm. In the dominant Anglo-French tradition the 
primacy of sense perception and the validity of empiri- 
cal procedures were taken for granted as naturally as 
the supremacy of the ‘‘idea” was accepted in Germany. 
And from these assumptions there followed certain 
familiar consequences: utilitarianism and positivism, 
democracy and natural sciciice, in Britain and France 
became logical sets of partners. In Germany it was 
quite otherwise. Hence there came about that parting 
of the ways, that separation of Germany from the main 
stream of Western European social thought, which was 
to torment the minds of Ernst rroeltscli and Friedrich 
Mcincckc.^ Why was it, they asked themselves, that 
from “shallow” philosojjhies of history and society the 
British and the Ficuch had been able to develop po- 
litical practices that were both viable and humane, 
whereas the Germans, with their “deeper” understand- 
ing, not (julv had failed to achieve a social eyiiilibiium, 
but as the twentieth century advanced, weic ever more 
obviously succumbing to the “demon” of naked physi- 
cal power? 

"Mils was the political form in which the question 
presented itself to the minds of sensitive Cycrmans. In 
its political guise the problem of Germany’s divergence 
from the main stream of Wc.stcrn European develop- 
ment is only peripheral to the present study. But it sug- 
gests the central paradox of the idealist tradition. In the 
period from about 1770 to 1840 the German philoso- 
phers and writers had been the schoolmasters of Eu- 
rope: fioin them the French and British and Italians 
had learned to be dissatisfied with merely inlcllectualist 
explanations and to seek out the living and growing 
stuff of history and society themselves. From the influ- 
ence of the German school of historical idealism the 
canons of social study emerged immeasurably enriched. 
Yet in the sense of applied wisdom this teaching came 

^ Hajo Holbom: “Dcr deutsche Idealismus m sozidlgeschicht- 
licfier Beleuchtung/' Historische Zeitschrift, CLXXIV (October 
1952). 359“6 o . 
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to next to nothing. The great political innovations of 
the nineteenth century were based on presuppositions 
derived from the century preceding and, in a philo- 
sophical sense, already out of date. 

Once again in the period from the 1 88o\s to the First 
World War, the revivifying breath was to come from 
Germany: figures as diverse, as independent one of an- 
other, and as mutually contradictory as Nietzsche and 
Dilthey were to serve as the heralds of the intellectual 
renewal of the iSgo's. Yet once again these new teach- 
ings came to nothing— or, perhaps, in view of the ex- 
perience of the 1930 5 and 1040% to what we may con- 
sider worse than nothing. The paradox remained— 
indeed, was inrensified ; intellcctnal creativity and de- 
struction flowed from a comn»on source. This consid- 
eration, 1 reiterate, figuies only in the background of 
the present study. But it suggests why any pragmatic 
judgment on the German idealist tiadition must neces- 
sarily be ambivalent. 

In the study of histof) and society, the reign of Hegel 
had been dramatic but brief. After the middle of the 
century, he remained little but a memory. Only through 
his Marxist heirs did he survive as a living force, i he 
more permanent influence was that of a man twenty- 
five years Hegel's junK and who had the good fortune 
to outlive him by more than half a century— the his- 
torian Leopold von Ranke. In \is incredibly long career 
as a practicing historian, which embraced the six dec- 
ades from the mid-i 820's to his death in 1886, Ranke 
attained to a position of unexampled pre-eminence. 
I’he leading professors of Germany had been his stu- 
dents— foreigners eager to learn the new method of 
Gennan historical scholarship came to work in his semi- 
nar-even the study of economics in Germany was re- 
inforced in its characteristically historical cast through 
the labors of Ranke’s pupil Wilhelm Roscher. 

Ranke was closer than Hegel to the spiritual world 
of Romanticism. For all his emphasis on meticulous re- 
search methods, Ranke's categories of thought resem- 
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bled those of the Romantics. Like them, he dealt in 
spiritual entities that were “intuited’’ and “contem- 
plated” in semi-mystical fashion, rather than in firm 
concepts, empirically tested or logically analyzed. And 
in these procedures, Ranke’s method was typical of 
German idealism. In history and in economics, in so- 
ciology and in law, social thought in Germany was 
based on a few fairly simple principles, which, across all 
differences of method and ileld, remained surprisingly 
uniform. 

The basic tenets of idealist social thought can be 
briefly summarized.* Between the phenomenal and the 
spiritual world, between the world of natuial science 
and the w'orld of tjuinan activity, a radical cleavage was 
presumed to exist. 11c nee the Germans came to draw 
a sharp distinction between Natyru^isseuschaft, or nat- 
ural science, and the Geistcswissenschaften, tlic “cul- 
tural sciences” or “sciences of the mind”— including 
both what we would call the humanities and what we 
would call history or social science, llic cftlliiral sci- 
ences, then, coulci not possibly take theit cue from iiat 
ural science, as the positnists advocated. Indeed, they 
could not search for general “laws” at all. “Ilcnce the 
tendency for the idealistic interest in human action to 
issue in two mam diicctions— detailed, concrete history 
on the one hand, the philosophy of history on the 
other.”” llic painstaking investigators of iniiiiite de- 
tail were obviously at home m the German tradition. 
At the other end of the scale, tlie builders of vast, meta- 
physically based historical systems, like llegcl, or the 
architects of ambitious critiques of historical thinking 
itself, like Dilthey or Rickert, were equally, or even 
more, in their element. The middle level of .social study, 
however, the level of careful synthesis and the modest 
testing of hypothesis, tended to drop out entirely. This 

2 I am following the schema presented by 1 alcott Parsons in 
his The Structure of Social Action^ second edition (Glencoe, 111., 
1949 )» PP- 473-87- 

a Ibid., p. 475. 



6. Neo-Idealism in History 187 

is the bewildering thing about the example set by 
Ranke: in his more obvious guise, he was an ultra-con- 
scientious seeker after “facts'"; temperamentally, he 
was a metaphysician—if of a peculiarly vague and un- 
satisfactory sort; almost never did he “reason" about 
history in an unambiguously communicable fashion.'* 

If the defining element in the “cultural sciences" was 
their spiritual character, then the “spirit" of a social or 
historical institution was obviously what was of central 
importance. In the idealist tradition, “die unifying con- 
cept under which discrete empirical data were sub- 
sumed"— as opposed to the general “laws" of positivist 
theory— “was ... a particular, unique Geist, a specific 
cultural totality clearly distinct from and incommen- 
surable with all others." ^ 'I'hcse Geister were the deep- 
est (or highest?) stuff of which history and society were 
made, but who could presume to understand them, or 
to compare them one with another? In thcii unique in- 
dividualit)', thcr remained — to use Goethe’s expression 
—“ineffable." Spciiglcr alone pushed this emphasis on 
the unique to its ultirriatc absurdity by arguing that the 
spirit of one civilization was necessarily incomprehen- 
sible to a member of another (and even he did not 
practice what he preached). But for German idealist 
thought as a whole the problem of how one could pos- 
sibly arrive at an un. -Tst.*nding of luimari (i.c., spirit- 
ual) behavior remained peculiarly vexing. A positivist- 
type determination of the “ca^^ses" of an action clearly 
would not do. A more flexible procedure, free from 
mechanistic or naturalistic taint, was urgently required. 

The result was the elaboration of the method of in 
ner understanding, or Verstehen. This procedure I per- 
sonally have found to be the incest difficult intellectual 
problem that I have confronted in the present study— 
the murkiest of the many dark corners in the labyrinth 
of German social-sciencc method. Dilthey seems to 

* See, in this connection, Theodore H. Von Lane; Leopold 
Ranke: The Formative Years (Princeton, N.J.. 1950). 

® Parsons: Structure of Social Action, p. 478. 
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have been the first to give the procedure a fairly explicit 
formulation. But it was at Max Weber's hands that its 
implications for the study of society were most thor- 
oughly elucidated. Hence we may best postpone its 
further consideration until we come to the work of 
Weber himself ® — and after we have analyzed tlie com- 
parable method that Croce devised in quite a different 
context. 

Meantime it will perhaps suffice to recall that Berg- 
son's recourse to the faculty of intuition had much in 
common with what his German contemporaries were 
advocating. Bergson, we may remember, was emphatic 
in his denial that he meant the same thing by '‘intui- 
tion” as what the Romanticists had sought to convev: 
he was not attacking, as they had, the claims of reason 
and of science; he was, rather, trying to supplement and 
to complete the work of the intellect. Similarly the 
German neo-idea lists of the period from the i88o's to 
the First World War had a far more sophisticated grasp 
of the role of natural science than had the o:rtginal phi- 
losophcis and historians of the idealist tradition. Wc 
may surmise that had Bergson lived in Germany, rather 
than on the niCiC inhospitable soil of France, he might 
have found other thinkcis who would have understood 
what he was trying to accomplish, lie would perhaps 
have made the acquaintance of rigorous social theorists 
who could have tenipeied his wilder fancie:j while urg- 
ing him toward the concrete social applications that 
Sorcl had suggested. In France, unfortunately, he was 
left to the mercies of the religious enthusiasts who en- 
couraged the turn toward social mysticism that in the 
end rendered his doctrine so barien of results. 

By the ibSo's the intellectual situation in Germany 
was about as follows. Positivism, as we have seen, had 
made few professed converts. But in a more diffused 
sense, the positivist mentality had advanced mightily. 


See Chapter 8. 
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The great period of German philosophy was over: to 
the natural scientists there was accruing the prestige of 
culture- symbols that had formerly been enjoyed by the 
philosophers. Similarly the writing of history had ap- 
parently seen its best days: Ranke had lung outlived 
his own epoch, and his pupils and the pupils of his pu- 
pils had maintained only a part of his inheritance; the 
spiritual aspect of his teaching had largely been lost, 
and it was no more than his methodolog}', with its cm 
phasis on meticulous care and Sitzflcischy that was still 
held in honor. Indeed, in a pedestrian and unphilo 
Sophie sense, a number of the latter-day Rankcans be- 
haved much like positivists. 

The problem, then, that the more imaginative think- 
ers of the era confronted was how to restore the Ro- 
mantic sense of the historical and ideal world without 
falling into the errors of the oiiginal Romanticists 
Moie particularly, the contemporarv Situation oftered 
the challenge of engaging the positivists on their own 
ground—that is, without iccoursc to the now discred- 
ited metaphysics of Romanticism.^ 

By the first decade of the twentieth centuiv^ this 
challenge had been successfully met. The university 
students were flocking back to historical and ciiUiiral 
studies. ‘'At the turn of the cenlurv/' Mcinccke re- 
called, “the liunibc of students of . . . history had 
. . . c\erywhcre sunk to a low figure; after that, how- 
ever, it mounted again to stub an extent that the dec- 
ade prior to the First World War can rank ris a golden 
age of historical , . . and philosophical study.'’ ^ 

We may further recall the thrill of svinpathetic par- 
ticipation with which Meineckc had responded to Wil- 
lichn Wmdclbaiid's “declaration of v ar against posi- 
tivism" in the latter s rectoral address of 1 894, and his 
sense of spiritual affinity wdtli ihc southwest Geinian 

^ Pretro Rossi: Lo storicismo tedesco CGntemporaneo (Turin, 
1956), pp 17-18. 

® Strassburg/FTeiburg/Berlin 1901— J9»9: hnnnerungen (Stutt- 
gart, 1949), p. 22. 
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school of philosophy. Windelband's address was to 
sound in retrospect like the opening shot in the counter- 
offensive of German idealism. In actuality, Dilthey's 
Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften had preceded 
it by eleven years. But Dilthey had written too early. It 
was not until the 1890's that the educated German pub- 
lic was prepared to listen. 

The southwest Germans Windelband and Rickert— 
and the philosopher and sociologist Georg Simmel, 
whose theoretical work was loosely affiliated with theirs 
— have been conventionally labeled neo-Kantians. That 
is, their effort to combat the doctrine of positivism has 
been viewed as springing from presuppositions handed 
down by Kant. Like him, they were trying to determine 
categories of thought — and more particularly to distin- 
guish between the categories employed in the cultural 
sciences and those characteristic of natural science. In 
general, the neo-Kantians located the difference be- 
tween the two in the methods each one employed— 
rather than in scientific object or subject mafter, which 
was one of their points of difference with Dilthey. The 
cultural sciences, they argued, were directed toward the 
understanding of ‘'particular events’" rather than the 
formulation of “general laws/' as was the case with nat- 
ural science. 

So far this was little more than a truism of historical 
thinking in the idealist tradition. Where the neo- 
Kantians — and Rickert in particular — refined on that 
tradition was in trying to determine more explicitly 
how it was possible to explain the world of human his- 
tory at all. If the cultural sciences did not seek general 
laws, in the fashion of the natural sciences, what in- 
tellectual operation did they in fact perform in con- 
fronting the overwhelming mass of “particular events”? 
Ranke, we may recall, had offered little more helpful 
than the notion of contemplation. Rickert added the 
suggestion that cultural scientists made choices — that 
is, by their own subjective decision, they chose to ex- 
amine and to understand one aspect of social reality 
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rather than another. And such choices necessarily had 
as their base the investigator's own value-system. 

This theory of choice and value was immensely 
clarifying. It represented a legacy of permanent useful- 
ness for contemporaiy' social study: we shall see later 
how Weber worked from Rickert's scheme of categories 
into his own still more fruitful methodological labors. 
But Rickert's theory had one grave drawback. In put- 
ting its whole emphasis on the notion of value, it im- 
plied a radically subjective conception of historical 
knowledge. Value in the social and historical world 
could not be arrived at by any verifiable process: it 
could only be ‘‘intuited.” Hence there was no guarantee 
of its validity. Ultimately the historian was reduced to 
an act of faith in his own values. 

From this dilemma, the only escape-route was by way 
of metaphysics. And this was the one that Rickert even- 
tually took. By the logic of his own argument he was 
driven to an assertion of the absolute validity of the 
historian’s value-system, based on the postulate of a 
“normal consciousness” in humanity. But such a pos- 
tulate was nothing if not metaphysical. It implied that 
values had an independent and transcendental exist- 
ence outside and above the consciousness of the indi- 
vidual historian. 

Thus the nco-Kai :ians had not really met the posi- 
tivists on their own ground. In the end, they had been 
forced, like the Romantics, *0 have recourse to meta- 
physics. They had approached with courage and imagi- 
nation the problem of distinguishing the cultural sci- 
ences from the sciences of nature. But they had found 
no permanently satisfactory solution. The problem re- 
mained open." 


® Rossi: Storicismo tedesco, pp. 178-9, 183, 187. 205-7. 
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II. Dilthey and the Definition 
of the '^Cultural Sciences'' 

Like his contemporary Henry Adams, Wilhelm Dilthey 
was so old-fashioned that by tKe end of his life he had 
become a modern. Like Adams, Dilthey lived in the 
spiritual world of the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries; the main part of his own century passed him 
by; as an old man he found himself rather surprisingly 
cast in the role of a pathfinder to the thought of the 
new century that was opening. 

Dilthey was born in 183-^, five years before Adams, 
and died in 1911, seven years before the death of his 
American counterpart. Thus he was already fifty when 
his Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaffen was pub- 
lished. And it was to be another decade before his real 
influence began. Success came to him suddenly at the 
end of his life: bv the time of his retirement he was 
lecturing in the largest hall that the Univcrsfty of Ber- 
lin could provide. 

By that time also he had come a long wa)' from his 
intellectual origins. The son of a Protestant pastor of 
the Rhineland, Dilthey had been nurtured on music 
and liberal theology His earliest intellectual enthusi- 
asm had been for the Romantic theologian Schleier- 
macher, and he had originally intended to go into the 
ministry himself. But his university studies had veered 
increasingly toward philosophy and history': in Berlin 
he had encountered Ranke, already venerable, and Jo- 
hann Gustav Droysen — thirteen years Ranke’s junior 
and of a more Hegelian cast of mind— on whom was to 
devolve the task of maintaining the tradition of histori- 
cal idealism during the high tide of positivist influence. 

In 1867 received his first professorship— of 

philosophy, rather than of theology^ or history— at the 
University of Basel, where he knew Burckhardt and 
(ironic accident) barely missed meeting Nietzsche. He 
subsequently lectured at Kiel and Breslau, and, in 
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1882, was elevated to the chair that had been Hegel's 
at the University of Berlin. By this time his Einleitung 
was nearly completed, and his own intellectual con- 
cerns had been pretty well fixed. These were a curious 
and rather unstable combination of Kantian memories, 
strict historical training, a nostalgia for the spiritual 
world of the Enlightenment, a respect for the aims of 
positivist investigation, and, still hovering in the back- 
ground, the misty pantheism ot Romantic theology. A 
gentle and conciliatory spirit, Dilthev was to strive 
mightily to bring his diverse orientations into some sort 
of synthesis and to leave behind him a major work of 
philosophical integration. ‘ 

riiis was to be a Critique of Historical Reason. What 
Kant had done for ‘'pure'' and “practicar' reason, 
Dilthey sought to accomplish for the field of history, 
which the master of German philosophers had neg- 
lected. The planned critique of the categories of histori- 
cal thinking was never coinpletetl. Massive fragments 
of it, however, form a large share of Dilthey's published 
writings. Ksscntially what liappcned was that in the 
three decades that follow'cd the publication of the 
Einleitung— a mere ^‘introduction," as its title indi- 
cated— he kept constantly reworking and changing his 
ideas, constantly recasting them in the form of new 
books and essays tl’^t he was unable to bring to com- 
pletion. 

In a study like this it is obviously impossible to pre- 
sent any complete analysis of the work of so versatile 
and complex a tliinkcr as Dilthey. Moreover, he is not 
a member of our “generation of the 1890’s”; he is 

1 Biographical details can be found in Otto Fried rich Bollnow 
Dilthey: Etne Einfuhrung in seine Philosophic (Leipzig, 1936), 
passim; II A Hodges; The Philosophy of ^\lhehn Dilthey (Lon- 
don, 1952), pp. xiii— xv; Hajo Hc^bern; "Wilhelm Dilthey ana 
the Critique of Historical Reason," fournal of the History of 
Ideas, XI (January gy, William Klubaclc. Wilhelm Dil- 

they*s Philosophy of Ilistory (New York, i 9 ^^)> PP- ^*^*1 

the introduction by Ocorg Miseh to Vol. 5 of Dilthey s Gesam- 
meltc Schnften (Leipzig and Berlin, 1924), pP- vii-cxvii. 
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rather a great precursor. My purpose is simply to out- 
line the major problems of historical criticism that 
Dilthey faced, and to distinguish those among them 
for which he offered solutions that have proved to be 
permanently useful, as opposed to those problems be- 
fore which he found himself baffled— and for which his 
tentative answers anticipated the more self-confident 
labors of younger men such as Croce and Weber. 

One may state Dilthey's significance in most general 
fashion by characterizing his work as the first thorough- 
going and sophisticated confrontation of history with 
positivism and natural science. In this respect he faced 
quite a different problem from Kant's, and toward him, 
their common master, he displayed more independence 
than had Windelband and Rickert. With the publi* 
cation of his Einleitung, Dilthey plunged into what 
was to be ‘'both the vocation and the torment of his 
whole life: the problem of the scientific value of his- 
torical writing." 

» 

In this new field ... he remained faithful to the 
aversion to every kind of dogmatism that had been 
the dominant note in his mentality from the start. 
According to him, the histoiical and social sci- 
cnccs had been hand maidens to metaphysics right 
up to the end of the eighteenth ccntuiy; einanci 
pated through the work of the [German] historical 
school, but without philosophical legitimation, 
they were now, with the appearance of positivism, 
running the risk of relapsing into their former slav- 
c^s^ To save them he wrote the Einleitung in die 
Geisteswissenschaften,^ 

The novelty of this effort lay in the fact that it sought 
to combat positivism with its own weapons. Spurning 
the help of metaphysics, Dilthey gave explicit recogni- 
tion to the validity of scientific investigation. Indeed, 
one of the most telling observations he directed against 

2 Carlo Antoni: Dallo storicismo alia sociologia (Florence, 
1940), p. 18. 
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positivism was the reproach that it was )ust as meta- 
physical as the idealist philosophies it had supplanted: 
the abstractions of positivism were simply implied 
rather than paraded With science and the scientific 
method, Dilthey had no quarrel flis aim, rather, was 
to dispel the current confusion of the world of nature 
with the world of human activitv Both realms, Dilthev 
argued, could be studied in scientific fashion But it 
was a different tvpe of science from what ordinarily 
passed b\ that name that was directed toward the world 
of culture, socich, and history The Vvxleitung sought 
to delimit this second type ot scientific studs * 

I’lic distinction between natural and cultural science, 
Dilthey contended, could be found ‘on the tlirce fold 
planes of diftcrtnce in fields of research, in forms of 
experience, and in attitudes on the part ot the irucs- 
tigator * 1 he first difference was obvious— utlnmgh it 
was one to which Windelband and Rickert paid little 
attention The latter two might be epitcmu/cd m Ihc 
simple formulation that knowledge in the field of ml 
tural seicncc was derived through seme kind of inicrnal 
process — through living expcneiuc and niidcrstanduig — 
rather than nicrelv extcrnalh, as was the case with nat- 
ural science IlciKC meaning 111 liistoiv was not i \cd, 
but changed with the situation in tunc and culture of 
the historian himself, and with the active ck cisions he 
took 111 his pcisonal world 

The basic distinction betveen cultural and naliiial 
science Dilthc\ further retired bv distmgurslnng three* 
classes of statements in the field ot eullural study The 
first class dealt with reality itself this was the field of 
history I he second class consisted of abstractions from 


Throii£*hout this discussion one should be n in mind thit 
tlic Gciniin word "'VT issenschafi i> nioic ukIusuc than oui 
viord "science” — comprising, in addition to systematic science, 
what we should call mere ‘learning 
*• Rossi Stoncismo tedesco, p 58 

'' Dilthey Gesammelte SchnfUn, I (Leipzig and Berlin, 
1922), pp 97, 109, 
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reality— what we should call social science. Finally 
there were the statements that expressed value judg- 
ments and '‘rules/' “the practical ingredient of the cul- 
tural sciences.” For our present purposes, Dilthey's sec- 
ond class of statements is the most interesting. For 
these, he maintained, provided historical study with 
the analytical tools it required: social science was es- 
sential to understanding the historical world. But this 
kind of analytical theory courd illuminate the investi- 
gation only intermittently: the greater part of the time 
the historian must rely on something resembling the 
“fantasy of the artist.” 

Theoretically, within Dilthey's schema, the number 
of disciplines of the second type could be multiplied 
indefinitely. For the creation of a new cultural or social 
vScience, he maintained, did not depend on “staking 
out” a new “terrain.” It depended, rather, on devising 
a new way of cutting into an already existing body of 
data. Some of these ways of cutting into the stuff of 
historical life Dilthcy found over-abstract anfl tainted 
with metaphysics: this he held to be true of sociology, 
which — writing as he did before the work of Durkheim, 
Weber, and the other founders of the discipline as we 
know it today — he could visualize only in the dogmatic 
and a priori form in wdiich Comte and Spencer had cast 
it. It was economics and psychology, rather, that Dil- 
they fixed on as the models for abstracting sciences in 
the cultural world.^ 

Dilthey’s encounter with psychology has provoked 
more controversy than any other aspect of his thought. 
The centra] position it occupied in his interest is sug- 
gested by the fact that the next of his major theoreti- 
cal works following the publication of the Einleitung 
was an attempt to establish a “descriptive and analyti- 
cal psychology.” ® Some critics— particularly those faith- 

® Ibid., pp 26, 40. 

’’ Ibid., pp, 81;, 91-2, 

® "‘Ideen uber eine beschreibende iind zergliedernde Psy- 
chologte” Geswmnelte Schnften^ V, 1^9-240. 
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ful to the example of Croce— have viewed Dilthey's 
effort to ally history with psychology as a capitulation 
to positivism. Others — to my mind with more justice — 
have seen it as a courageous effort to break loose from 
the excessively formalistic psychology of his own day. 
Like Bergson, Dilthey sought to shift the basis of psy- 
chological theorizing from schematic abstraction to the 
“immediate data of consciousness.'’ And he has like- 
wise been alleged to have had an influence on Freud. 
For this latter affiliation, I have found no direct evi- 
dence. But it is unquestionable that Dilthey’s mind 
worked in sympathy with that of William James. 
When the latter first met Dilthey in Berlin in 1867, he 
was much attracted by him and distressed that he could 
not see more of him. I’hrce decades later, when The 
'Varieties of Religious Experience appeared, Dilthey 
praised it as the great American contribution to the 
psychological understanding of religion.® Respect be- 
tween the two was mutual. Indeed, one critic has gone 
so far as to call Dilthey "‘the German William James.” ^ 

Dilthey’s work on psycholog} was intended as a pre- 
paratory study for the second volume of his F.inleitung. 
But this second part never appeared In the meantime 
Dilthey's ideas had begun to shift, and he had become 
obsessed by the epistemological problems that his ear- 
lier writing had left unsolved. He had discovered that 
it w'as not enough simply to state that the cultural sci- 
ences dealt in some sort of i.mer understanding gained 
through sympathetic experien ce. It w'as necessary to ex- 
plain what one meant by that experience and exactly 
what processes the mind of the investigator performed 
in arriving at an understanding of human culture. 

* Compare the statements in ;*ntoni Dallo storicismo, pp. 
9, 18, and of R. G. Colhngwood in l he Idea of History (Oxford, 
1946), pp. i 73 -S» those of Holborn in his ‘'Dilthey and 
the Critique," pp. 96, 109, 111. 

1 Albert Salomon* “German Sociology," in Georges Gurvitch 
and Wilbert E. Moore, editors: Twentieth Century Sociology 
(New Yoik, 1945), p. 591. 
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Hence in his last writings Dilthey struggled with the 
task of defining the relationship among the functions 
of “experience/* “expression/* and “understanding**— 
in brief, how one went about “constructing** the histori- 
cal world. For it was with a plastic, an architectural 
metaphor, that Dilthey characterized the task of the 
historian or social scientist in his last major theoretical 
writing.^ 

To the problem of historical knowledge, Dilthey ga\'e 
no conclusive answer. This is the major area in which 
subsequent writers have preferred Crocc*s clearer — if 
excessively simplified — solution, or Weber*s pragmatic 
and relativist approach. Indeed, there is much in Dil- 
they that from our present vantage-point sounds like an 
anticipation of Croce. There is, for example, his con- 
tention — ultimately derived from Vico — that subject 
and object, the student and the data, in cultural study 
are not of a radically different character, as is the case 
in natural science, but rather belong to the^amc uni- 
verse of human history. I’here is the characterization of 
the historian*s work as a re living or re-experiencing of 
the past. There is the assertion that this process of re- 
experiencing — and more particularly the creative act 
through which the historian seeks to express the un- 
derstanding at which he has arrived— partakes at least 
as much of art as it does of science. And finally there is 
the recognition that the historian’s focus of interest 
and value-system necessarily spring from his own his- 
torical situation. 

But it would be unfair to regard Dilthey simply as 
Croce’s precursor. In some respects, Dilthey saw farther 
than Croce: he grappled with problems that the latter 
either evaded or denied. Dilthey was more aware than 
Croce of the intimate relation of history to social 'Jci- 
ence: while the former tried to outline a psychology of 
the future, the latter cavalierly dismissed the whole sub- 

- **DeT Aufbau der geschichthchen Welt in den Geisteswissen- 
schafien'* Gesammelte Schnften, VII (Leipzig and Berlin, 1927), 
pp. 77-188. 
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ject as the misbegotten oflFspring of philosophical nat- 
uralism. Dilthey’s sweep was universal: he strove to re- 
duce to order the multifarious realms of knowledge, 
the conflicting traditions of cultural study, that he had 
embraced. Croce more realistically fixed his beacon 
lights on a few unassailable positions, and from these 
he surveyed only the areas of human existence on which 
their beams directly shone. 

T hus Dll they laid out a program that no mortal— 
and certainly no one whose mind had been formed in 
the third quarter of the nineteenth century— could hope 
to bring to completion. Like Weber — and less siicccss- 
tully than Weber— he attempted a synthesis too mighty 
for the human mind. In the last part of his life, we are 
told, the torment of his unfinished books kept him 
from sleeping at night. More particularly he struggled 
— w'ithout success— for an escape from the skeptical and 
lelativist implications of his own thought. “Historical 
skepticism/' he noted, ''can be overcome only if the 
[historian’s] method does not need to rely upon the de- 
termination of motives." ® But this “determination of 
motives" was exacth wliat his own marriage of history 
with psychology had implied. If one were to proceed 
in psychological fashion and try to reach a sympatiictic 
understanding of the motives of historical actors, then 
tlierc was no fixed ethical standard on wliich one could 
call for help. 'I'here were no norms against which con- 
flicting values could be judi^cd. And Dilthey scorned 
to appeal, as the neo-Kantnns did, to transcendental 
values of a metaphysical character. 

Yet despite its inconclusivencss, Dilthey's work ex- 
erted enormous influence. The distinction he had 
draw'll between natural and cultural science became 
standard for historians and, to a lesser extent, for so- 
cial scientists also. After DiKhcy histoiians no longer 
needed to apologize for the "unscientific" character of 
their discipline: they understood v/hy its methods could 

3 'Tlan dcT Fvrtsctzun^ zum Aufhau der geschichtUchen Welt 
in den Geisteswissenschaften/* Gesammelte Schriften^ VII, 260. 
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never be quite the same as those of natural science. And 
the contemporary tradition of intellectual history— of 
which Meinecke was to be the most distinguished ex- 
ponent— grew naturally out of Dilthey’s teaching.^ In- 
deed, the presen ^ study itself, in conception and orien- 
tation, has its origins in the canons for the philosophical 
investigation of society which Dilthey originally estab- 
lished. 


III. Benedetto Croce: From the “First Essays'" 
to the “Historiography" 

'‘The essence of philosophy,'' Bergson once said, “is the 
spirit of simplicity." From whatever point of view we 
look at it, “we always find that its complication is su- 
perficial, its constructions mere accessories, its work of 
synthesis an illusion: to philosophize is a simple act." ® 
Bergson delivered these words in Croce's native land at 
the philosophical congress held at Bologna in 1911. In 
that year the French philosopher was at the height of 
his fame, and his slightly younger Italian colleague was 
just on the verge of completing the series of systematic 
studies that were to give him a position of unques- 
tioned pre-eminence among Italian philosophers. 

The master of twentieth-century French philosophy 
and his Italian counterpart had in common the elegant 
simplicity of their literary style. Croce's, in fact, was 
even more direct than Bergson's, less burdened with 
metaphor and more colloquial. In both cases the ease 
with which his works could be read no doubt contrib- 
uted to the philosopher’s personal ascendancy. And 
Bergson and Croce had other things m common— no- 
tably their reliance on some sort of intuitive faculty. 
But Croce refused to recognize the association: he in- 

* Holbom' '‘Dilthey and the Critique/’ pp. 116-17. 

® * **UIntuttion philosophique^** La Pensee et le mouvant: 
Elssais et conferences (Pans, i934)f p- 139. 
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sisted that his own procedure had risen to the level of 
precise concepts, while Bergson's had lingered back m 
the realm of the non logical In the French writer's 
work he detected ‘ a ceitain philosophical romanticism" 
which was repugnant to his limpid Mediterranean 
mind ^ 

I have been unable to discover anv occision on which 
Croce deigned to comment on the writings of Freud 
Weber likewise fell outside his ken For although Croce 
was iinmcnselv learnt d and immcnselv well read, he 
did not feel it nccc'^sarv to Uep abieast of all the intcl 
lectual innovations of Ins time he dealt onl\ with those 
that seemed relevant to his cuireni in*‘crests Indepe nd 
ent, serene inordinatclv secure in Ins intcllcclnd poise 
and selfesteem Crorc went Ins own w iv untroubled 
and certain of his couise Onlv briefly during the First 
World War did he permit himself to filter 1 here is 
something deliglitfullv amchronistJc about the spec 
tacle of such self assurance in oiu tormented centurv 

1 he range of C loct s thought v^as (ucsclopediw I he 
corpus of his writings extends to s nncthing over sixty 
volume'^— and this docs not include all the mi^cehanc 
ous reviews published in I a Critica the ]oiirnal ot his 
personal intellectual developmuit which he edited 
from 1905 on I or half a centurv he exerened a kind of 
benevolent dictitoidiip over Malnn htcim ind philo 
sophical life Not sm^e Goethe hid an> single nclivid 
ual dominated so compleb^) the culture of a major 
Liiiopean coiintrv 

In the non Italian world however Croce exerted his 
influence primarily as a historian and critical philO'>o 
pher of history \nd it is in this guise that we shall treat 
him in the present study Fiirthernio’-e m this capacity 
it IS perfectly proper to make him the central figure of 
a chapter in which all the otlier protagonists are Ger- 
mans For Croce's philosophical and historical educa 

® Manlio Cnrdo Croce e Bergson net penstero contempo 
raneOy in Francesco Flora, editor Benedetto Croce (Milan, 
1953). P 384 
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tion was very largely German: although he never stud- 
ied outside his own country — and, in fact, was mostly 
self-taught— it was the reading of Germanic theory that 
formed his standards of historical scholarship and his 
canons of critical interpretation. Along with the Ital- 
ians Vico and Dc Sanctis, his philosophical master was 
Hegel— and, of course, Karl Marx. 

We have analyzed alrcadv the Marxian phase of 
Croce’s intellectual growth. And wc have seen how by 
1900 he had shaken himself free from this transitory 
obsession. We should now retrace our steps to examine 
the earlier and more permanent influences that went 
into the formation of his mature thought. 


Born of wealthy parents in the province of Aquila in 
the Abruzzi— the northernmost region of the Italian 
south— Benedetto Croce was taken as a child to live in 
Naples. And a Neapolitan he remained for the rest of 
his life — not meiely in the sense of having his residence 
in the southein capital, but as a vibrantly sympathetic 
participant in its life. For Croce came to love Naples 
with a passion— and to love both what was base and 
what was exalted in its tradition. Its squalor and noise 
did not repel him- he diligently searched its narrow 
streets for traces of its past; its popular songs and stories 
enchanted him; to the end of his life he laced his con- 
versation with Neapolitan dialect. Similarly he was 
proud to succeed to the paradoxical tradition that had 
made Naples — whose general cultural level seemed far 
below that of the Italian north — a city of philosophers, 
and more particularly the home of the founder of the 
philosophical tradition in modern historiography, Giam- 
battista Vico. 

In 1883, when he was seventeen years old, Croce lost 
both his parents m an earthquake on the island of 
Ischia. There followed the period of his life that he 
was to describe in retrospect as '*a bad dream . . . the 
darkest and most bitter years” he was ever to experi- 
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ence. In charitable fashion, the orphaned boy had been 
taken into the household of his uncle Silvio Spaventa 
in Rome. Spaventa was a man of considerable standing, 
a philosopher of repute and a leader of the old Right 
in Italian politics, but he seems to have had almost no 
influence on the young Croce. The latter's Hegelian 
propensities have quite wrongly been ascribed to his 
uncle's teaching, and so far as politics was concerned, 
he was distressed bv the sarcastic fashion in which Spa- 
venia and his friends attacked the government of their 
country. In 1876, the old Right, which six years before 
had achieved its task of completing the unification of 
Italy, had been expelled from the direction of public 
affairs. They were never to retrni to pov/cr. finstrated 
of practical influence, they could onlv rad at the ine- 
diocre politicians of the Left who had displaced them. 
In these judgments the young Croce felt unable to con- 
cur. Forty years later, when he wrote the history of his 
own time, he undertook to redress the balance—to 
grant their due to Dcpretis and his successors as con- 
structive riileis of Italy. 

d’lius stranded in Rome w'lth '‘no friends and no 
amusements," Croce did not have the heart to follow in 
more than desultory fashion his studies at the univer- 
sity. The only lectures that appealed to him were those 
on moral philosophy 01 Antonio Labriola, wdio had not 
yet begun to discuss the writings of Marx. For the most 
part Croce simply studied on his own the topics— 
chiefly hteraiy'— that happened to interest him: “I used 
to pursue reseaichcs into subjects chosen by myself, in- 
venting mv methods . . as I went along, hesitating, 
making mistakes, working too little at some things and 
too much at others." After three years of this sort of 
existence, he was glad to escape back to Naples. Here 
he settled down to the life tiial was to be his for more 
than sixty years— the life of a private scholar, w^ith nei- 
ther academic degree nor university affiliation, inde- 
pendent financially and independent in the spirit. 

In Naples Croce "entered a society of librarians, 
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keepers of archives, scholars, antiquaries, and such-like 
good, worthy, gentle souls, old or middle-aged men for 
the most part, not much given to thinking/' And for 
the six years from 1886 to 1892 he plunged with en- 
thusiasm into the study of the antiquities of his native 
city.^ Unlike so many other philosophers of history, 
Croce learned about historical study the hard way* 
through the minute investigation of difficult and appar- 
ently trivial material. Federico Chabod has given us a 
delightful glimpse of the young scholar s manner of life 
during this period: from nine in the morning until four 
in the afternoon he would work in the state archives, 
then shift over to another library until late in the eve- 
ning, and finally, "‘after . . . eleven hours of fasting, 
dine in a modest eating-house, until at length he would 
trot on a donkey’s back up the hillside" to his lodging.® 

In his mature years Croce was to judge with severity 
his antiquarian and unphilosophical youth. But we 
should be very wrong to follow him too literally in this 
negative verdict or to see him in the conventional im- 
age of the bloodless scholar. Actually Croce’s researches 
into the details of the Neapolitan past were suffused 
with life and humanity. Unconsciously, perhaps, they 
were leading him toward his future concerns, away from 
the abstractions of the reigning philosophies and from 
the carping spirit that had made his stay in Rome so de- 
pressing. They were guiding him toward an assertion 
of the values of the imagination and of heroic devotion. 
Viewed in this light, every fragment of the past was im- 
portant* each one bore its testimony of suffering and of 
sacrifice. It is revealing to observe that in this period 
Croce’s favorite historical characters seem to have been 
women of ardent temperament, heroines of the spirit 
who gave themselves with total generosity either to 

^ 'Contributo alia cntica di me stesso” (1918) (reprinted as 
an appendix to Etica e politica [Bari, 19^1]), translated by R. G. 
Collingwood as An Autobiography (Oxford, 1927), pp. 57-49. 

® “Croce storico” Rivista Storica Italiaiia, LXIV (1953), 
478. 
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love or to a noble political cause® And it may not be 
irreY'vant to note that the historian himself— nntil well 
into his middle \eais — was sufficient!) contemptuous of 
convention to live quite optnlv with a woman who was 
not his wife 

B\ 1B93, howeser Croce had grown wear) of erudi 
tion Looking around for guides to help him to a more 
philosophieal understanding of his enft, he read for the 
first time \ ico s Screnza mien a he ransacked the works 
of such Germans as Drovsen ai d Dilthcs he refreshed 
his memories of the gieat literals critic and fellow Nea- 
politan Dc Saiietis 

thus, after iuikIi hesitahcn and a whole scries 
of provisional sclntions Juimg hebruar) or March 
1893, after a whole dav of intense thought, I 
sketched 111 the evening an essa\ which I called 
History subsumed under the general concept of 
Art Tins w is a kind of revel ition to me of mv true 
self Not onlv did it give m« the )o\ of seeing in a 
clear light certain conceptions which are com 
monlv cemtused and tracing the logical origin of 
nunicious false tendencies but it a^^oiiished me b) 
the case and heat with which 1 wrote it, as S( nc 
thing close to mv heart and coi iing straight fiom 
my lieart 

The essay ciCvited 1 small sen''ation when Croce read it 
to his antiquarian friends at 1 meeting of the Accademia 
Pontaniana A^^ one old scl )lar siibsequently expressed 
it, Croce had become a Gaiibildi of criticism ^ 

In this, the first of his theoretical writings on histor)% 
he had expressed in direct terms a very simple thesis 
"Tlistorical writing docs not elabotcite concepts, but re- 
produces particular events in their concreteness, and 
for that reason we have denied it the character of a 
science It is therefore easy to conclude that if 

» Ntano Corsi Le origtm del pensiero di Benedetto Croce 
(Florence, 1951) pp 26 31, 35, 39 
1 Autobiography, pp 32-6 
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history is not science it must be art/' * Through this 
formula, Croce expressed the conviction that had grad- 
ually been building up in him during the period of his 
antiquarian studies— the conviction that his two origi- 
nal loves, literary art and historical erudition, were not 
two but one. Tliey had in common the same warm, 
immediate contact with the stuff of life itself. For ex- 
ample, the popular poetry of his native city, whose ori- 
gins Croce loved to explore, was a source both of artis- 
tic joy and of historical enlightenment. Thus the thesis 
advanced in this first essay represented ‘'the theoretical 
and systematic solution of what up to that time'* had 
been simply an "ethical conviction" based on the his- 
torian's "practical experience." ^ 

Already, however, in the explanatory memoranda 
that he subsequently attached to his main essay, Croce 
began to move toward a more "conceptual" view of the 
historian's task. In the first of his systematic volumes, 
the Aesthetic of 1902, Croce stuck to his original defi- 
nition. But by the time he had completed the? 5 nal ver- 
sion of his Logic seven years later, he had radically 
shifted his theoretical position. This second position he 
maintained, with some additions but only minor altera- 
tions, until the very end of his life. 

In his mature theory of history Croce succeeded in 
fusing the results of his systematic studies of Vico, of 
Marx, and of Hegel. And their influence on his thought 
came in approximately that order. We have seen how 
he had originally read Vico as preparation for writing 
his first theoretical essay. Scarcely had the furor created 
by this little work died down, when Croce was swept 
into his five-year flirtation with Marxian theory. And it 
was only when he was through with Marx— when he 
had incorporated into his canon of historical thinking 
whatever he had found to be relevant in dialectical ma- 

- “La storia ridotta sotto il concetto generate delVarte^* Primi 
Saggi (Bari, 1919), p. 24. 

* Corsi : Origins del pensiero, pp. 53-4. 
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terialism— that he began to give some sustained atten- 
tion to Marx's philosophical master. 

Thus Croce came to Hegel in the reverse of the more 
usual and historical order. In his first essay he had men- 
tioned him simply in passing; it was not until 1906 that 
he published the results of his more sustained reflec- 
tions under the significant title 'AVhat Is Living and 
What Is Dead in Hegers Philosophv/' For the fact 
that Croce viewed Hegel as mediated through Marx 
gave him a certain detachment and kept him from fall- 
ing too completely under the former’s spell. And of 
this there was real danger. After Croce had completed 
his Aesthetic and written the preliminary version of his 
Logic, he '‘felt that the time had come for a closer ac 
quaintance with this Hegel, whose doctrines” he had 
“hitherto rather sampled than studied in their entirety.” 
And now that he was reads for it, Croce found Hegel- 
ianism immensely illumnialing He was frank to recog- 
nize that it helped him toward a tighter and more co- 
herent presentation of his own conceptual scheme. I’hc 
example of Hegel seems to ha\c had a good dCeil to do 
with Croce’s decision to recast bis Aesthetic and Logic 
as the first two volumes of his Philosophy of the Spirit 
and to add to them an anahsis of economics and ethics 
and a concluding volume on histoiiography.* 

Croce alwavs claimed that he had been disemninat- 
ing in his attitude toward Hegel and had taken from 
him only what he strictly required. One of his authori- 
tative expositors has noted diat the Hegelian influence 
was balanced in his mind bv liis esteem for the English 
philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
anti-dogmatic like his own, and composed for the most 


* Autobiography, pp 9^-101 Tiie work on economics and 
ethics (Pilosofia della piatica) apprarct^ 111 1909, the Logic in its 
revised form in the same year, and the \oUnnc on historiography 
in 1917, having first been published as articles in 1912 and 1913 
and then in book form in German translation in 1913 T he first 
volume of tlie scries, the Aesthetic, remained piactically nn 
changed in its original form. 
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part by people who, like himself, were '‘men of the 
world and not . . . professors.” * Certainly it would be 
a great error to call Croce a Hegelian. But one can ar- 
gue that Hegel was responsible for the most doubtful 
features of Croce’s thought — its tendency toward a 
schematic rationalism and its insistence on the perva- 
sive role of a quasi-deity called "the spirit.” 

From Vico, on the other hand, Croce derived what 
was most vital and imaginative in his own theoretical 
work. Vico had been the earliest of his philosophical 
masters — as he was the first in histoncal time and geo- 
graphically the closest to home. But it was not until 
Croce had completed all but one of the volumes of his 
Philosophy of the Spirit that he attempted a systematic 
survey of Vico’s thought. The resulting book proved to 
be one of the most influential that Croce ever wrote — 
marking as it did the beginning of a second wave of 
Vichian studies. TTie first had come in the 1820’s, after 
the Scienzd nuova had lain neglected for almost a cen- 
tury, and formed part of the Romantic revival ^f inter- 
est in the mythical and the non-logical. With Croce’s 
study of 1911, there began a more rigorous process of 
analysis which has continued right down to the present. 

Vico, Croce discovered, had been a philosopher of 
history in two distinct senses. On the one hand, he had 
constructed "a typical history of human society”— the 
earliest secular version of the sort of grand metaphysical 
designs that Hegel and Spengler were to offer. In this 
guise, Vico had created a "new science” that was “at 
once a philosophy of man and a universal history of na- 
tions.” At the same time, and less obviously, Vico had 
given to the study of history a new consciousness of its 
own significance: 

He was bound ... to rescue history from its con- 
dition of inferiority, where it was a mere slave 
to caprice, vanity, moralising and precept-making, 

A Giovanni Castellano: Benedetto Croce: il filosofo-U crUico-lo 
storico, second edition (Ban, 1936), p. 17. 
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and other irrelevant aims, and to recognize its own 
true end as a necessary complement of eternal 
truth. By the same token, philosophy would be 
filled with history, suffused with history; and by 
this process it would acquire greater breadth and a 
more lively sense of the concrete reality demanding 
explanation.® 

It was in this second guise—in this marriage of history 
with philosophical method — that the example of Vico 
acted as the single most important influence on Croce's 
mature theory of historical writing. 

By with the publication of his study of his- 

toriography, the ''systematic’' phase of Cioce’s career 
was over. He was only in his late forties, but now that 
his Philosophy of the Spirit and his parallel volumes on 
historical materialism, on Hegel, and on Vico had been 
completed, it might have been supposed that he was 
about to close up his philosophical shop. Nothing, 
however, was farther from Ciocc’s thought. For he had 
never conceived of his senes of systematic studies as 
constituting a final and inalterable statement of his 
views. I’hey were intended, rather, to fill the special and 
temporary needs of an Italian educated public that up 
to Croce's time ha<l lacked competent guides to the 
various fields of philosophical investigation. It was, 
moreover, undeniable that Croce ' had not yet entirely 
libeiatcd himself from the idea of a [philosophical] sys- 
tem in the old sense." ^ With the completion of what 
could pass for his systematic work, the remains of such 
an illusion diopped away. From this time forth Croce 
was to strive for no further syntheses: his subsequent 
thoughts ran to volume after volume— but they were 

® La filosofia di Giambattista Vico (Ban, 1911), translated by 
R. G. Collingwood as The Philosophy of Giambattista Vico 
(New York, 1913), pp. 33-4^ I have altered the translation some- 
what. 

Castellano: Croce, pp. 29-30. 
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cast in the form of essays, observations, and miscellane- 
ous reviews. 

This change in the character of Croce's writing sug- 
gests that the period 1909 to 1913— from the publica- 
tion of his Logic in its final form to the*ppearance of 
his articles on historiography— is the time to mark a 
pause and to examine his fully developed theory of 
history. In this second—and definitive — formulation, 
Croce expressed the view that history was not only 
something more conceptual than simply a form of art— 
it actually amounted to the sum of human knowledge. 
And the conceptual element entered into it through 
philosophy, which could be described as the body of 
judgments men made on their own history. Thus Croce 
did not impose philosophy on history, as Hegel had 
done— he included philosophy within history as the lat- 
ter’s methodology. 

The task of the philosopher, then, and the task of 
the historian logically became one. The implication of 
Croce’s theory was that the scholars of the ruture would 
be philosopher-historians like himself. Moieover, this 
new definition liberated historical thinking from its 
positivist bondage to natural science even more thor- 
oughly than Dilthey’s had done. For it went beyond 
granting history its autonomy to establish it as the 
queen of the sciences. By the same token, Croce depre- 
cated the claims of natural science. As against historical 
knowledge, he contended, natural science could offer 
(in the case of the descriptive sciences) only random 
histoiical data, or (in the case of the analytical sciences) 
arbitrary complexes of knowledge, theoretical fictions 
constructed for essentially practical purposes.** And the 
same was true of social science, to the extent that Croce 

® For Croce’s view of science, see his Logica come scieri 7 a del 
concetto puro (Ban, 1909), transl.itcd from the third edition 
(1917) by Douglas Ainslec as Logic as the Science of the Pure 
Concept (London, 1917), Fart II, Chapter 5; Cecil Sprigge: 
Benedetto Croce: Man and Thinker (New Haven, Conn., 1952), 
Chapter 3; and the discussion by Croce's English disciple R. G> 
Collingwood in his Idea of History, pp. 197-200, 
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condescended to talk about it at all Of the social sci- 
ences, the only one in which he showed even a limited 
interest was economics, and this he again defined as 
essentially practical 111 its aim 

Both natural and social science, Croce maintained, 
dealt only with data externalH perceived History, on 
the contraiy, strove for ''internal ' comprehension In 
this assertion Croce took up the full inheritance of 
German idealism But he pushed ihe idealist line of 
thinkmg to a sharper point by arguing that ' cvciv true 
history is contcmporaiy histors By ^hi^ paradoxical 
assertion— which became the most celebrated of his 
dicta— Croce was trying to sugi^csl tbit the essence of 
historical knowledge consisted in an m agin«ili\c gnsp 
of the great problcn^s of the past, first as the historical 
actors themselves had understood them second as they 
took on iclcvaiicc for tlic histoiian s own tinu Actii 
alh these two aspects of the problem were combmed 
in the hi'^tonan s mind he could be said to have under 
s^ood his material onh when he had integrated it with 
his own consciousness, when he had tiised it in his 
own thonglit and made it 'Sibrale'' in liis soul 

1 hus all true histoiv must be relived or rc expcri 
enced bv the histe>nan asicrtaming 'facts and intci 
prcting or judging them were pait ot the same profess 
of imagirntivc recreation In the absence of such a 
process, Ciocc argued, hi' tors could be no more than 
"chronicle'’— dead histoiy which liad onlv Ken rc 
corded,' not thought' by the historical mind Croce 
was severe in judging the work of the chroniclers or 
philological ’ historians, in whivli category he in 
eluded most of the spcciali/:cd historical writers of the 
nineteenth century It was his own erudite youth that 
lie was condemning he knew whereof be spoke But 
he granted this sort of history a limited \cilue as a kind 
of storehouse, where fund of maternl lay awaiting 
the time when a true histoiian would succeed in re 
thinking some part of it back into life 

In this view, the rational, the positive cou^d alone be 



212 


Consciousness and Society 

the subject of history. For this alone was comprehen- 
sible. The rest was simply the realm of passive suffer- 
ing, violence, incoherence. “A fact that seems to be 
only evil, an epoch that appears to be one of complete 
decadence, can be nothing but a non-historical fact— 
that is to say, one which has not been historically 
treated, not penetrated by thought, and which has re- 
mained the prey of sentiment and imagination.'" ® 

Croce's theory of history was in a number of respects 
a real advance over that of his German predecessors 
and contemporaries. For one thing, it was stated in a 
more logical and less mystical form. By welding to- 
gether philosophy and history, by defining the histori- 
an's task in a consistently subjective fashion, by exclud- 
ing the realm of irrational ''sentiment" from historical 
inquiry, Croce had reduced to nullity some of the prob- 
lems that had most tormented Dilthey and the neo- 
Kantians. But these gains had been purchased at the 
price of an enormous simplification. In reviewing 
Croce’s mature theory, one is tempted to concTude that 
it was more successful in defining what history was not 
than in stating exactly what it was. 

Croce was a rationalist, if of a rather special sort. 
Through Vico he had learned to give greater weight to 
the primitive, the barbaric, than had the more conven- 
tional rationalists of preceding generations. But tins un- 
derstanding glimmered no more than fitfully in his 
mind: as he advanced in years he spoke less and less of 
those "lives of adventure, of faith, and of passion” that 
had entranced his youth. Thus the whole realm of illog- 
ical sentiment figured only on the periphery of his un- 
derstanding. But this was precisely the realm with which 
his contemporaries in the fields of sociology, psychol- 
ogy, and anthropology were most concerned. By his 
hostility to social science— by his refusal to give any 

® Teoria e storia della storiografia (Bari, 1917), authorized 
translation by Douglas Ainslee as History: Its Theory and Practice 
(New York, 1921), pp. 12, 19, 24-6, 87-8, 91. 
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adequate account of the relation of history to its sister- 
disciplines— -Croce simply reinforced the tendency to- 
ward rationalist abstraction that was already so strong 
in his own thought. 

But the paradox of the matter was that Croce's 
theory of historical knowledge was itself far from being 
coherently rational. In tiying to give an account of 
what precisely the historian did in putting together his 
data, Croce had come up with nothing more helpful 
than the metaphor of a ‘‘lightning-flash'' of understand- 
ing. And this was not really much of an advance on 
Ranke's notion of contemplation. The mystical element 
in the idealist tradition, w^hich Croce had sedulously 
tried to purge, came creeping back m the form of a fig- 
ure of speech. 

In elucidating these difficulties, Croce's later work 
offered a wealth of theoretical elaborations, a supple- 
mentary outline of the content of history as opposed 
to its methodology, and the concrete example of major 
production in the field of straight historical writing. 


IV. Benedetto Croce: The Concept of Ethico-Political 
History 

In 1910 began what wc may call the public phase of 
Croce’s career. In that year he was named a Senator of 
the Realm — a life position — and four years later he 
married and began to raise a large family of daughters. 
Almosl simultaneously came the outbreak of the First 
World War. This event necessaiily forced Croce into 
a more active attitude toward public affairs than his 
scholaily life and temperament had hitherto permitted. 
For the campaign for Italy's intervention on the side 
of France and Britain went against his closest cultural 
associations: more than aiiy other foreign land, Ger- 
many had been his spiritual home. In addition, he cor- 
rectly saw that Italy had no very good reason for par- 
ticipating in the conflict: he remembeied how often in 
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the past his country ‘'had thoughtlessly thrown itself 
into undertakings in which it had suffered reverses and 
disasters and acquired only damage and discredit/' ‘ 
Thus in the period of Italy's neutrality he argued 
against intervention. But when the government's de- 
cision had gone against him, he duly turned up in the 
Senate to vote for war, and during the conflict itself 
he maintained an attitude that was “correct" if some- 
thing short of enthusiastic Above all, he strove to 
maintain intact the idea of an international community 
of scholars and to combat the tendency among the in- 
tellectuals of the warring nations to fall prey to the 
passions of the masses. “Croce's attitude during the 
war," as one critic very sharply put it, “can be compared 
only to that of the Pope, who was the head of the bish- 
ops who blessed the German and Austrian arms, as 
he was of those who blessed the arms of the Italians 
and French, without there being any contradiction 
in it.” 

With the war, however, came a flagging gf Croce’s 
creative energies. He took time out to arrange, correct, 
and revise his earlier work— and to write a brief memoir 
that was aptly entitled “Ckmtribution to the Criticism 
of Myself." P'or the first time since the turn of the cen- 
tury, he felt himself despondent and uncertain of his 
course.^ The end of the war brought new anxieties: 
Ital\’s first attempt at political democracy was accom- 
panied by the bittcicst kind of social strife. In this 
situation of endemic civil war, Croce yielded to the 
aged Giohtti’s entreaties to join the latter's last minis- 
tr\\ For a full year the Neapolitan philosopher strug- 
gled with the unpromising task of directing the Minib- 
tiy of Public Instruction. In June of 1921 the Giolitti 
ministry fell; sixteen months later Mussolini was in- 
stalled in power. 

^ Castellano. Croce, p. 88. 

2 Antonio Cramscr IJ matenalismo storico e la filosofia di 
Benedetto Croce (Opere, vol. 2) (Turin. 1952), p. 174. 

® Autobiographyy pp. 114-16. 
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The advent of Fascism galvanized Croce into new ac- 
tivity. At first he gave Mussolini's regime his qualified 
endorsement as a revitalizing force in the national life. 
But by 1925 he had passed over into uncompromising 
opposition. For the next two decades, his was to be al- 
most the only voice of protest that carried across Italy's 
frontiers to the outside world. 

In the process of intellectual change and growth that 
Croce himself used to refer to as his “second \outh,” 
activity and theory, history-writing and philosophical 
elaboration, were inextricably entangled. Moral deci- 
sions falling within the sphere of Croce's public activity 
sharpened and altered his abstract notion of politics, 
while this in turn reacted on his theoretical view of his- 
tory. By the same token his writing of history itself took 
on a new shape and dimension.* ITiese changes were 
reciprocal and mutually reinforcing. In the gradual 
alteration of Croce’s thought during the 1920’$ it is not 
always possible to say whether action preceded theory, 
or w^hether the subterranean piocess of philosophical 
reworking had already prepared the way for vigorous 
assertion in the field of practical activity. 

Croce’s original view of politics had been skeptical, 
aloof, elitist— clearly anti-deinocratic. His respect for 
the German philosophical tradition and more par- 
ticularly for Ilegel suggests that he shared with the Ger- 
man theorists their scorn for “sentimentality" in 
politics and their acceptance of a universe of human 
relations based on force. In the earlier part of his career 
Croce had been close to the views of his countrymen 
Mosca and Pareto; with the latter, as we have seen, he 
maintained a relationship of mutual esteem during the 
period when they were both working on the critique of 
Marxism, But when Mosca began to move beyond 
Pareto toward a more militant defense of liberal institu- 
tions and even a grudging endorsement of democracy, 

* Vittorio de Caprariis, Stona d Italia neUo svolgimento 

del pensiero politico di B. Croce/' in Flora, Croce, p. 291. 
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Croce moved along with him.® The sympathetic review 
of the second version of Mosca's Elementi di scienza 
politica which Croce published in La Critica in 1923 
came as perhaps the earliest sign of a substantial intel- 
lectual shift. 

Two years later, in his ^"Manifesto of the Anti-Fascist 
Intellectuals,'’ Croce broke unequivocally with his coun- 
try's authoritarian regime. And during the four years 
from 1925 to 1929, he repeatedly spoke out against the 
consolidation of the dictatorship. The Chamber of 
Deputies had been tamed and purged: in the Senate 
alone a small group of elderly ''untouchables" could 
still make themselves heard in accents of measured pro- 
test. To the extent that this group had coherence and 
leadership, Croce was their chief. 

After 1929, the year of Mussolini's pact with the Vati- 
can and his virtually complete triumph over his internal 
enemies, the little band of dissident senators grew dis- 
couraged. Croce himself ceased attending Senate ses- 
sions, and from this time forth restricted Iris defense 
of liberal inquiry to his books, the columns of Lxi Cri- 
tica, and the numerous acts of kindness with which he 
aided anti-Fascist intellectuals in a less secure situation 
than his. By the end of the 1920's, Croce had made his 
political position so clear that he no longer required a 
parliamentary forum: he had become the chief symbol 
and rallying-point for the quiet, nearly stifled minority 
of those who kept their faith in free institutions during 
the last decade and a half of the Fascist regime. 

It is significant, however, that the years of Croce^s 
activity as the spokesman of the senatorial opposition 
were also the years when he WTOte the four volumes on 
which his reputation as a practicing historian chiefly 
rests. With the advent of Fascism, the defining char- 
acteristics of Italian history—and of modern European 
history in general— were again up for discussion. Like 
other regimes of a militantly ideological origin. Fascism 
sought to give itself a historical legitimation. New em- 
® See Chapter 7. 
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phases and partial distortions were the inevitable result. 
Thus it was incumbent on “liberar' historians of one 
or another allegiance to re-establish the record and to 
try to find a solid historical grounding for the values of 
the free society that Mussolini had destroyed. 

In his earlier historical work, Croce had offered de- 
tailed studies of the conventional “philologicar' type. 
Subsequently he had developed a theory of history that 
had in effect repudiated these youthful labors. But he 
had not yet applied his doctrine on a large scale. The 
crisis of Italian historiography in the ig2o's gave him 
the opportunity to do so— to write major histories of a 
philosophical sweep and loftiness of tone, and in the 
process to work out the revised version of his historical 
thinking which had gradually been maturing in his 
mind. 

In his ''tetralogy*' of histories published between 1925 
and 1932, Croce did two things: first, he resumed the 
themes of his \outhful work, enlarging and recasting 
them into general interpretive studies of the Kingdom 
of Naples and of Italy in the era of the Baroque; second, 
he shifted his focus to a more recent period, sketching 
in broad outline the history of Europe in the nine- 
teenth century and, in fuller detail, that of his own 
country from its unification to the First World War.® 
As the publication of ! -cst four volumes progressed, it 
became evident that they were united by a common 
theme and that this theme in turn would dominate 
Croce’s late theoretical production. The guiding 
thought was the pi ogress of man’s spirit toward self- 
realization, the unending struggle against natural and 
human obstacles to organize a free society. In the words 
of a chapter title from his last major theoretical work, 
Croce was now writing history "as the story of liberty." 

« Storia del Regno di Napoli (Bari, 1925); Storia d* Italia dal 
1871 al 1915 (Bari, 1928); Sforw deU’etd barocca in Italia (Bari, 
1029); Storia d'Europa nel secolo decimonono (Bari, 19^2). All 
or these except the third have been translated into English. On 
this whole topic, see Chabod, *‘Croce storico," pp. 500-14. 
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Such was the end result of Croce's *'ethico-politicar' 
definition of the subject matter of history. More than 
a decade passed, however, between its first tentative 
statement and its full formulation. We find it initially 
in a political essay of 1924; it is further elaborated in 
one of the ''marginalia" that Croce added to his work 
on historiography for the new edition of 1927; ^ by 19^8 
it forms the central element in the book called in Ital- 
ian "History as Thought and Action," and somewhat 
misleadingly rendered into English under a narrower 
title.® For its subject extended beyond "the story of 
liberty": it included the whole vexed question of the 
interplay between thought and action in the work of 
the historical mind. 

In this late version of Ins theory, Croce sought to 
establish a concept of historical waiting that would be 
universal in scope and yet would avoid the intellectual 
heterogeneity, the mere running of parallel and uncon- 
nected sequences— political, economic, cultural, and the 
like— that had characterized previous attempts at gen- 
eral history. The unifying concept Croce located in 
what he called ihe morale' of mankind. By this 
he meant the whole area of man’s highest aspirations, 
as expressed in ait, religion, ethics, and political princi- 
ples. Most emphatically he did not mean the moraliz- 
ing type of history that had long been curicnt. And 
for this reason he chose the term “cthico-political" 
rather than "moral" to describe what he had in mind. 

The result was a fusion of traditional political history 
with the newer type known as the hisrory of civilization 
— an 1 liven tioii of Voltaire winch had been systemati- 
cally developed by the positivist histoiians of the late 
nineteenth century. Politics, Croce argued, still oftered 
the central tliemc for historical nairative. But it was 

^ rages ot the tlurd and later editions, the English 

translation docs not include these marginalia 

® La stona come pensiero e come azione (Ban, trans- 

lated by Sylvia Spngge as History as the Story of Liberty (New 
York, 1941 ). 
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essential to lift the political account to a higher plane 
by gathering into it the ‘"morar' elements from the 
other spheres of human activity. And when this fusion 
had been made, it would be apparent that the new 
synthesis naturally grouped itself around the idca^ of 
liberty; the record of the past revealed that only when 
men were free in the spirit were they able to develop to 
the full their highei political and ethical capacities. 
I’hus fieedom was the essence of man's history even in 
those tinics—like that which Oocc luiTiscli was travers- 
ing — when its light barely flickered in the surrounding 
darkness.^ 

Regarded in this fashion, the historian’s task sud- 
denly appeared both simple and elcar. /\nd the neces- 
sarily “contemporary” character ot historical writing to 
which Croce had alluded in his earlier theoretical w^ork 
W’as now' more fully illuminated. The impetus to his- 
torical writing, Cioce asserted, arose from a need felt in 
piactical life to understand the past. But historical 
study w'as connected w'lth action only as pieparation for 
it: it did not dictate solutions to practical problems; it 
siinplv served to make action inoie rational by claiify- 
iiig the histoiical origin of contemporary dilemmas and 
the range through which realistic choice could operate. 
Similarly, passion was essential to great historical wiit- 
mg: it acred as a necc iry spur to the work of creation. 
But in the final product it figured only in controlled 
and snb’iinatcd form. In thus ^caching men to “trans- 
figure ' their pasMons into something rational, the writ- 
ing ot histoiv sened to liberate mankind from the 
tyranny of passion and, by the same process, from the 
bill den of the past. 

With legaid to history inspired by political partisan- 
ship, Croce drew' a careful distinction. On the one hand, 
he held that this was literature based on sentiment or 
practical purpose which had not yet been refined 
through the application of the categories of reason. At 
the same time he took issue with the conventional at- 
® Ibid., pp. 50-1, 58-62. 
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titude of refusing to make judgments at all for fear of 
falling into partisanship. This, he argued, had been the 
mistake of the nineteenth-century ''philological*' school, 
which had had recourse to transparent escape-devices 
such as arranging diplomatic compromises between 
points of view that were in fact irreconcilable. Faced 
with such "pale and bloodless” fare, it was no wonder 
that the public preferred to read frankly partisan works. 
For thirty years Croce had been hammering on the 
point that in historical study the act of judgment con- 
stituted an integral part of the process of understand- 
ing. And as he had gradually refined his theory, he had 
come to see that the nub of the pioblem lay in the type 
of judgments that historians made: did these do no 
more than reflect the play of petty partisan emotion, or 
had they been elevated to the plane of universal ethical 
principle? If the latter was the case, then the writing of 
history was necessarily ‘'liberal** in character. In his last 
major theoretical work Croce had finally come to the 
point where he was ready to state quite simply and 
flatly that true history could only be liberal histor}' in 
the broadest sense.^ 

By the time he reached this final position, Croce had 
completed his tetralogy of historical narratives. And it 
is significant that the last of them, the History of Eu^ 
rope in the Nineteenth Century, went far beyond its 
predecessors in its simplicity, its abstraction, and in its 
quasi-religious character. It had had its origin in Croce's 
anxieties for the future of liberty in the twentieth cen- 
tury: by refurbishing the image of the era in which 
liberal principles had won their greatest victories, Croce 
hoped to breathe new life into these values and to en- 
courage those who were opposing the regimes that had 
destroyed them, llius his last history has justly been 
called an '‘act of faith** an appeal to the youth of 
Europe to recover its cultural and ethical heritage be- 
fore it was too late. 

1 Ibid., pp. 17-19, 43-5, 179-87. 

2 Chabod: “Croce storico” p. 513. 
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On the eve of the Second World War, then, Croce 
had come up squarely against the problem of values. 
For the better part of his life he had avoided the ques- 
tion that had tormented his predecessors and contempo- 
raries. It was not until he was past seventy that he 
realized the full implications of his neo-idealist theory. 
Earlier he had tried to restrict the faculty of historical 
judgment to the realm of abstractions— first of aesthet- 
ics, subsequently of logic — through relegating the func- 
tion of value judgment to the lower level of ‘'the practi- 
cal.’^ But the distinction had eventually bioken down. 
Faced with the advent of Fascism and the destruction 
of the liberal, parliamentary regime under whose pro- 
tection he had grown to intellectual niatuiity, Croce 
had been obliged to take a political stand. He had been 
forced to descend into the arena of practical activity in 
order to defend the institutions and way of life that 
had provided the preconditions for his creative work. 
In the process, the line between logical and practical 
judgment had become blurred: by gradual stages, Croce 
had evolved— not only in his speeches before the Sen- 
ate, but in his historical and theoretical writings also— 
into the advocate of an explicit value-system. 

Croce never fully recognized the extent to which his 
attitude had changed. It was doubtless distasteful to 
him to observe how f he had gone ni the direction of 
political partisanship. Nor did lie admit to himself 
how nmcli he had come to have in common with the 
people who had earlier been the targets of his urbane 
scorn. He was proud to call himself a “liberal” or a “hu- 
manist”: the term “democrat” stuck in his throat. But 
in practice he had become an advocate of democracy.® 
His nostalgic gaze might still turn back toward the nine- 
teenth century, when liberal principles existed in their 
pure state without democratic involvement. But by 
the 1920’s this sort of ideological distinction had be- 

® Just after the fall of Mussolini, Croce published his main 
political utterances dating from the Fascist peripd under the title 
Propositi e speranze (1925-1942): scritti vari (Ban, 1943). 
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come impracticable: the liberal and the democratic 
traditions were now so completely entangled that to 
defend one meant to defend the other also. And with 
his de facto acceptance of democracy, Croce had come 
to accept the inheiitance of the Enlightenment in its 
twentieth-century foini. He had at last recognized his 
true ideological forebears and the direction in which 
his worship of the rational, his tolerance, his preference 
for humane solutions, had all along been pointing. 

In 1Q43, with the fall of Fascism, Croce emerged as 
Italy’s leading figure. Paradoxically enough, the Fascist 
regime itself had contributed toward establishing him 
in this position. For Mussolini had granted Croce a 
kind of special license as living proof that free speech 
in Italy was not totally dead. I’hus the fact that he was 
carrying on his labors under a tyrannical government 
put Croce on a pinnacle of unchallenged eminence to 
which no single individual could have attained under a 
free legimc: in the latter case, rivals troni arftong the 
youngei generation would necessarily have appeared; 
under Fascism the young challengers were unable to 
conic for ward— they were not untouchable like Croce. 

With the disappearance of Mnssoliin, all eyes turned 
toward the Neapolitan philosopher. But “Italy's most 
revered man and her living symbol of political integrity 
and intellectual consistency could offer his distressed 
countrymen little more than paternal counsels of ex- 
pediency, vague hopes for the future, and eloquent ap 
pcals to the individual consciences of those who were 
called upon for the moral and economic icconstruction 
of the country.” * Croce served as minister without 
portfolio in the first governments of anti-Fascist libera- 
tion, he was a prime mover in the reconstitution of the 
Liberal party, he acted as a .source of inspiration to the 
younger men on whom the active tasks of government 
had devolved. But m terms of a specific program he 

^ Leonardo Olschki: The Genius of Italy (New York, 1949), 
P- 459* 
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could offer no guidance. His own influence declined 
along with the post-war eclipse of the Liberal party^ 
and shortly after the war he retired from politics alto- 
gether. Yet he continued his literary labors to the end: 
death finally overtook him in 1952 at the age of eighty- 
six. 

Croce's failure to give a clear lead in the decisive 
months after the fall of Fascism suggests the central 
problem of his career and influence. Not only in the 
realm of practical life was his example elusive. The same 
is true of the realm of theoiy\ Croce’s prose is limpid; 
it has the rare charm of sounding like the voice of com- 
mon sense. As Gramsci put it, Croce was the foremost 
master of prose that Italy had produced for a hundred 
years, not because he wrote in a literary tradition, but 
because his style derived from that of the great scien- 
tific writers like Galileo. His unique talent in his own 
time consisted m expressing '‘witli great simplicity and 
great vigor all m one, material that ordinarily ... is 
presented in a form that is jumbled, obscure, strained, 
and prolix.” IIi^ literary style defined an attitude “like 
that of Goethe”-— “an attitude ... of serenity, self- 
possession, imperturbable security.” * 

Yet beneath this surface clarity, there are snags ind 
eddies. The flow of Croce's prose is deceptively reassui- 
ing: the sentences nm too easily into each other; the 
intellectual difficulties are dismissed m a gi aceful 
phrase. With irresistible persuasiveness Croce carries 
his readers along with him. As v/e come to the end of a 
chapter we are bath captivated and convinced. But 
when we subject the same pages to more careful analyti- 
cal scrutiny, we find ourselves no longer so sure. Too 
many matters have been left hanging in air, too many 
questions unanswered. In the end we are driven to ask 
ourselves in despair: exactly what has Croce said any- 
way? 

An initial clue to these perplexities may be found in 


» Lettere dal carcere {Opere, vol. 1) (Turin, 1949), p. 183. 
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Croce’s own image of himself. “Do you know/’ he once 
asked a friend, “when I catch myself dreaming, what 
... I discover in the depths of my soul, what is the 
image in which it bathes and finds rest? A seventeenth- 
century Neapolitan convent, with its white cells and its 
cloister, and in its center an enclosure of orange and 
lemon trees, while outside the tumult of life’s ostenta- 
tion and arrogance is beating in vain against its high 
walls!” ® 

Croce knew that life was “tumult” and incoherence. 
But he sought to shut out, or at least to canalize, its 
passionate strivings by erecting “high walls” of reason 
and of logic. Yet he was too realistic a thinker to do this 
consistently: he did not follow his master Hegel in en- 
closing all human history' in a tight framework. The in- 
coherences of life itself constantly broke through the 
conceptual dikes that Croce had constructed. 

Thus his writing of history' was not always consistent 
with his historical theory, and this theory in turn was 
not always consistent with itself. It has been shrewdly 
observed that in his applications of his ethico-political 
concept— in his major historical writings of the 1920’s 
and early 1930’$— Croce chose to focus on periods of 
consent and of intellectual direction: he started his 
History of Italy in 1871, when the tumults of unifica- 
tion were over, and his History of Europe in 1815, with 
the close of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic disturb- 
ances. He passed over ”the moment of force and of 
struggle” to concentrate on ”the pure ethicq-political 
moment, as though this latter had fallen from the sky” 
without previous preparation.^ In addition, Croce as- 
sumed so lofty an attitude that the harsher features of 
his account— and more particularly the economic de- 
tails— did not stand out with sufficient sharpness. Even 
as a southerner himself he gave only passing attention 
to the origins of agricultural poverty, the key problem 


« Castellano: Croce, p. 86. 

^ Gramsci; Materialismo storico, p. 192, Lettere, p. 187. 
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of the Italian south. In his History of the Kingdom of 
Naples, he dismissed the geographical and economic 
limitations of the southern realm as merely physical 
obstacles to political progress. The failure of the Nea- 
politan state, he maintained, could not properly be at- 
tributed to any such ‘‘naturaV' phenomena: the true 
reason for failure had to be a moral one. 

In thus narrowing his focus onto the ethical issues 
characteristic of “moments of consent” and the aspira- 
tion toward freedom, Croce did not hold true to his 
own historiographic program as he had originally out- 
lined it. One of the central tenets of the idealist school 
had been the effort to understand the past in the terms 
that had had meaning for the contemporaries of the 
events in question. But in his treatment of the Baroque 
era. Croce did something quite different he viewed it 
as a period of decadence in which the anticipations of 
subsequent cultural revival were alone of permanent 
significance. Similarly he violated the idealist canon by 
formulating the meaning of past epochs in teims of 
ethical abstractions: in his hands, for example, the his- 
tory of nineteenth-century Italy was sublimated into 
the purest exemplification of the liberal ideal.® 

As this process of abstraction advanced to its climax 
in his History of Europe of 39^2 and his theoretical 
volume of 1938, Croce moved fajther and farther horn 
his base in Geiman historical thinking: he increasingly 
neglected the central principle that the past should be 
understood in its own terms, nstead the abstractions 
of “reason” and of “liberty” took over. And in entiust- 
ing himself to their guidance Croce failed to make clear 
whether he thought that his own notion of them was 
eternally valid, as Hegel had assumed, or whether, like 
all other meanings in history, they were historically 
conditioned themselves. This 1 itter alternative was the 

® On this whole subject, besides Chabod’s “Croce storico,'' 
see A Robert Caponigrr History and Liberty: The Htstorical 
Writings of Benedetto Croce (London. 1955). In my more criti- 
cal judgments I am differing from both these authors. 
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implication of Dilthey's philosophy and of the direc- 
tion in winch the German historical school had been 
heading for more than a century. But it was a line of 
reasoning that Croce himself did not choose to pursue 

Croce's failure to give an uneauivocal answer to the 
question of whether his abs*^ract categories were abso 
lutely or onlv relalivelv valid is the first of the great 
unsolved problems that his historical thought presents 
He himself vigorously rcpiicinated relativism By “an 
appeal to the absolute nature of spirit/' he sought to 
ward off its dangers But this appeal failed “to solve the 
concrete problem" that existed within his own think- 
ing 'of discriminating between more and less accuiate 
historical judgments UltiinatcH, whatevci Croce him 
scli may say, the implications of his thought are rela- 
tivist ® 

Smiilarly — and with tins wc come to the second grtat 
unsolved pioblcm — Oo^c's rclnncc on intuition as a 
source of Instoiicil understanding opened t-he wav to 
an ill Jtioii ilrm tint was m total contia'^t tcvhis pio 
fessed aims We have seen how^ he tried to distinguish 
between his own and Bcigscuis notion of intuition In 
his tlieorc tied worl of 19*^^ he cnlaigcd on this distinc 
tion In ( laiiiiinp th it true history extliided the inngin 1 
tioii, except as nw mat< rial on which historical thought 
could feed lutiiitiou, lu added, wi^ valid onl\ in so 
tar as it w reasoned or thought ' ^ But this did not 
leilK ‘'oKc tlu difficultv ( roce never defined in suffi 
cicntlv precise Uiins exact Iv wha^ historic al thought did 
in con\crting into icasnn the discoveries reached 
thioiudi iTitiiition or the imigination 

In tciins of tlie idealist conception of history as re 
creation— le living re experienrmg---intiution and 
imagination were ob\ions]\ the ultimate sources of his- 
torical knowledge I hen 111 something thit resembled 
a flash ’ of iindeistanding tlu insights gamed through 

^ Miunct Maiivlclbauni I he Problem of Ihsloncal Knowl 
edge (New \oik, 193b) pp 

1 hPstOiy Oh Story of Liberty, pp 132, 239 
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these apparently non-logical processes ^^ere rearranged 
in a logical and coherent pattern But (Jroce did not 
specify how it was done in this respect his latjr work 
represented no advance over his mature theory of 
1909-1 ^ He made it clear that he thought the processes 
of historical thmkirc^ to be cjiiitc different from those 
of natural or social science And he imphed that this 
difference la) in the more inclusive and certain char- 
acter of the liistonan's mental operations Tn thus mam 
taming intact the traditiondl idcahst distinction be- 
tween history and social science which DiUhev had 
alrc^iclv modified beyond icc(»giiitioii, Croce bctiiscd 
his failure to recopni/e the insufficiencies of the idi alist 
canon he showee^ th<it he had not iiiidti stood the ww 
in which the h stoiian hke tlie ,cicn*ist» ni id^ nb'tnrv 
selections among his data and how liist(ir\ shiicd with 
the othci social discipliPC> the uses of n krcncc and of 
something approichuig scuntffic method Ibis \\ < hi r 
was to be the first to explain jII 1 rigorous and si stem 
atic fasliion 

lo a skeptical critic, Croces philosophy offers ro 
-satisfactorv grounding for histone il truth In tb^ end, 
one IS once moic reduced to an ict raith * Tins is 
the ultiTiiatc iro iv of C'lOuC's thinking jchd stait^ a 
Tatioiialist thcorx ttrmmitcs in a kind of m\stu^‘m 
But hcTc again Ciocc wi, not snfficienth ngorons nor 
consistent A'' he wavered between ibsolutism and rela 
tivism, so he never dccisivclv made up his mind be- 
tween intuition and the damn of '•cKrititic method m 
this f nc respect at least, Bcigson pioved to be the more 
consistent thinker But Croce icfused to take his stand 
either with Bfrgson s frank mysticism or with Weber’s 
attempt to define a coinniuii mcthodolog}^ fi)r history 
and social science He tried to have tiic best of both 
worlds 

2 Cf tlic nulvsis m Patrick Cirdiistr I Nature of Ihs 
toncal Explanation (Oxford 195^) PP 40-6 70-S0, 314-39, 
and W II Walsh An Jntr )duction to Philosophy of History 
(London, 1951 ), PP 53-4 
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Why was this the case? I think it was because Croce's 
ambitions for history were too extensive. Starting his 
theoretical labors as he did in reaction to the claims of 
positivism, he saw the dangers implicit in the liberation 
of historical study from positivist method. He recog- 
nized that in casting the study of history loose from its 
scientific attachments, he was running the risk of set- 
ting it adrift in a sea of skepticism and relativism. Thus 
it became his goal to win autonomy for historical study 
while at the same time retaining the notion of cer- 
tainty in historical knowledge. And this he could ac- 
complish only by making extreme and paradoxical 
claims — by denigrating science and establishing history 
‘'not in the lowest but m the highest, indeed exclusive 
rank of knowledge.’' ^ 

Once more we return to the self-image of Croce 
safely ensconced behind high walls in his cloister grove 
of orange and lemon trees. For Cioce’s extreme claims 
for the virtues of historical study presupposed an ex- 
clusion of the most pressing demands of life— that is, 
of the irrational. Croce had no use for “philosophies of 
life*’ or for “the confused utterances of the pragma- 
tists." * We liave seen how he finally came to find a 
place 111 his historical theory for the realm of value. 
Bui he continued to define value in rational terms: he 
failed to recognize the extent to which e\cn his own 
devotion to liberty was emotional in origin. It was not 
until emotion had been sublimated into reason that he 
was willing to accept it as the stuff of historical inter- 
pretation. 

Thus the problems raised by the non-logical and the 
primitive, the problems of irrational striving and re- 
ligious devotion that fascinated Freud and Pareto, 
Durkhcim and Weber, touched Croce only remotely. 
We feel their direct contact only in his youthful work 
and in his quarter-century’ correspondence with Sorel. 
For Croce religion— the touchstone of twentieth-cen- 

3 History as Story of Liberty, pp. 131-2. 

^ Autobiography, p. 98. 
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tury social thought-offered few intellectual difficulties. 
Although he professed no formal religion himself, he 
was not an anti-clerical. Toward Catholicism, the re- 
ligion of his own country, he maintained an attitude of 
respect, and it must have grieved him when in 1932 his 
complete works were put on the Index. A decade later 
he even went so far as to hold out the hand of recon- 
ciliation to the Catholics in an essay archly entitled 
"'Why We Cannot but Call Ourselves Christians.'' But 
the sense in which Croce applied to himself the name 
of Christian was hardly calculated to win favor with the 
religious. For it was only bv reinterpreting the Christian 
tradition to embrace the whole mam stream of Euro- 
pean culture, including the "‘godless" Enlightenment 
itself, that he was able to find a place within it for his 
own philosophy. ""The God of the Christians," he 
claimed, ‘"is still ours, and our refined philosophies call 
him the Spirit." ^ To a true believer, this excessively 
abstract endorsement must have been small comfort 
indeed. 

But such considerations would scarcely have troubled 
Croce. I’he depths of religious emotion— the agonies 
of doubt and the triumphs of faith— were incompre- 
hensible to him. In brief, he lacked a sense of tragedy. 
In this regard he lagged behind his German contempo- 
raries Troeltsch and Meinecke. who in all other re- 
spects were his philosophical inferiors. 


V. Troeltsch, Meinecke, and the Crisis in German 
Values 

It was in 1896, at a gathering of theologians in Eisen- 
ach, that Ernst Troeltsch diamatically buist onto the 
intellectual scene. One of the most respected of Ger- 
many's theological scholars had just completed a 
""learned, somewhat scholastic lecture." With the open- 

® Perchi non possiamo non dirci *'cristiant** (reprint from 
La Critica of November 20, 1942) (Ban, 1944), pp 18-19, 24. 
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ing of the general discussion^ there sprang “with youth- 
ful to the rostrum a young professor who began 
his statement with the provocative words; “Gentlemen, 
everything is tottering.** The older scholars were “ap- 
palled.** When their spokesman in turn took the floor, 
he rejected the iipstart*s line of reasoning as “paltiy^ 
theology'*— at which Troeltsch got up and left, “slam- 
ming the doors behind him.*' The old guard of German 
theology was doubtless satisfied; but the younger schol- 
ars had pricked up their ears,® 

In this incident the broad outlines of Troeltsch's 
personality and life goal stand revealed: his contentious- 
ness, his boundless vitality, his untiring search for a 
firm footing in a situation in which neither theology 
nor history seemed any longer to offer the notion of an 
absolute. As Meineckc wrote of him, he was a living 
incarnation of the words of Heraclitus and Archimedes; 
“Everything flows. Give me a place where I can stand." 
Or, put in more theological terms: “Lord, I believe in 
thee: come to the aid of niy disbelief." Trodtsch was 
like “a thundering mountain stream, whose stiength 
moves mighty burdens as though it were play and 
threatens to tc;’* away its firm banks and carry them 
along in its course,** His intellectual impatience be- 
trayed itself in his refusal to clarif\’ his thought— in his 
piling up of abstractions that “press and chase after 
each other** through his prose.^ In short, Troeltsch was 
a force of nature. “Ever\^ Heidelberg student who bad 
once seen him tumbling around with youthful frolic- 
somencss in the waters of the Neckar** knew the peal of 
his “wonderful . , . laugh.** 

The son of a Bavarian physician, Troeltsch never lost 
the Bavarian*s surface roughness and carelessness of 
formal usage. His father had originally intended him 
for the natural sciences, and from this early exposure 
he retained a sharp sense for scientific reality, to which 

• Walther Kohlei: Ernst Troeltsch (Tubingen, 1941), p. 1. 

7 '‘Ernst Troeltsch und das Problem des Htstorismus** (1923),. 
Schaffender Spiegel (Stuttgart, 1948), pp. 211, 214-15. 
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he later added an understanding of Marxist thinking 
that was not untinged by sympathy. But he soon felt 
an attraction for the “historical world*' — and more par- 
ticularly for theology, where the problems posed by 
contemporaiy culture seemed to piesent themselves in 
their most critical foim. So a theologian he became; in 
1894, when he was still under thirty, he received a full 
professorship at Heidelberg. Here his thought was to 
take the most extraordinary and unorthodox course— 
until 111 the end he remained a theologian in little more 
than name.^ 

In thus fixing his attention on the spiritual aspects of 
man’s historical past, I’rodtsch began to reap the har- 
vest that Dilthey had sown. And this in two senses— the 
one heartening, the other profoundly disturbing. On 
the one hand Troeltsch was in a position to profit from 
— and to satisfy — the new hunger on the part of the 
university^ students for a return to problems of major 
spiritual import. At the same time— and this was the 
disconcerting aspect of Dilthey’s legacy— the relativist 
implications of the philosopher’s thought were coming 
home to roost: if the historical world was now to be 
recovered in its full richness and diversity, where was 
one to find a firm foothold, a grounding for truth and 
value ill the flow of all things human? What defense 
was there against the onslaughts ot skepticism and rela- 
tivism? To the end of his life 'Troeltsch was to struggle 
in vain to wrest an answer fro n history itself. Like Dil- 
Ihev, he anted to discover certainty within the histori- 
cal world, not above or beyond it* spurning the aid of 
metaphysics or revelation, he accepted the full inherit- 
ance ot two centuries of Biblical scholarship and the 
questionable character of all dogma and chuieh tradi- 
tion that had been their result.*^ 

It was only after the lives of both scholars had passed 
the half-century mark that Meinecke's course converged 
with that of Troeltsch. But in a sense they had from 

« Kohler- Troeltsch, pp 4-6, 331. 

® Rossi; Storicismo tedesco, pp. 442-5. 
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the start been pursuing their intellectual dilemmas 
along the same track. Born in 1862— three years before 
Troeltsch, and four years before Croce— Friedrich 
Meinecke grew up in Berlin in an atmosphere of con- 
servative Prussian orthodoxy. Both his grandfathers had 
lived under the rule of Frederick the Great, and his 
father had experienced the war of liberation against 
Napoleon: to these “long generations'' of his forebears, 
Meinecke subsequently ascribed his intense feeling for 
the past and his sense of being at home in the spiritual 
world of the early nineteenth century. At the Univer- 
sity of Berlin his historical masters were Droyseii and 
Treitschke. It was from the former rather than from 
Dilthey, whom he encountered only later in his course 
of study, that the young Meinecke acquired the notion 
of history as thought and as problem. And it was from 
him also that he learned to cast Prussia in the provi- 
dential role in the history of modern Germany. But in 
the Prussian school of historians Droysen ranked as a 
moderate. It was Treitschke, rather, whose vfliemence 
and intolerance made him— both as example and as 
warning— the supreme model of the historian turned 
propagandist.^ 

With this sort of preparation, it is a wonder that 
Meinecke kept his intellectual independence at all. 
The young historian matured late: he w^as diflident and 
he had a slight stutter. Yet he had already developed 
the intellectual balance, the refined sense for nuance 
and ambiguity in histor)', that give his major historical 
works their serenity and cultural sweep. And these 
qualities made it apparent that his real master was 
neither Droysen nor Treitschke, but Ranke, with whom 
he had never studied but whose example he tried to re- 
store in its original spiritual emphasis. Meinecke was 
not contentious like 'Troeltsch or Weber — nor was he 
disdainful of his opponents like Croce: he was under- 
standing and conciliatory. At the same time he had 

^ Friedrich Meinecke; Erlebtes 1862—1901 (Leipzig, 1941), 
pp. 12-14, S6-8, 90-1, 119, 122-3, ^3^' ^97- 
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within him a quiet stubbornness, an undramatic variety 
of intellectual courage that eventually made him the 
only historian in Europe who could both stand up to 
Croce and retain the latter’s esteem. And like Croce— 
whose life-span closely coincided with his own — as an 
old man he opposed with dignity a tyranny that he had 
the good fortune to outlive. 

Meinccke w'as a great reconciler and synthesizer. And 
it was through the application of these talents that he 
was initially able to surmount his personal version of 
Troeltsch’s dilemma. Both were deeply troubled by 
what Dilthey had called the "‘anarchy of convictions” 
characteristic of the contemporary world, Troeltsch en- 
countered the crisis in its religious form: Meinecke 
faced it as a question of the ethics of national power. 
How could one, he wondered, follow' Ranke and his 
successors of the German historical school in their en- 
dorsement of the power-state as an authentic “spirit- 
ual” creation of the historical process itself, and at the 
same time remain true to the equally German moral 
imperatives that Kant had taught? Gould ethics and 
power be brought into some sort of harmony, or must 
they be forever at war for the mastery of the German 
spirit? ^ 

Meinecke’s first answer was expressed in a tenuous 
and difficult synthesis: “Ordinarily the Gcnnaii drama 
of the nineteenth century is described through the svm- 
bolic contrast of Weimar and Potsdam, of the literary 
and humanistic tradition of Herder, Goethe and Schil 
ler, as against the military tradition of the Great 
Elector and Frederick II. Meincckc's peculiarity” was 
that “his heart beat for neither one nor the other of 
these two poles, but rather for Konigsberg, the cit\ of 
Kant and . . . the fortress of the Prussian recovery” 
in the Napoleonic era.® Or perhaps Mcmecke’s heart 
beat for both Weimar and Potsdam: in the first of his 
great trilogy of histories, he sought to prove that the 

2 Rossi: Storicismo tedesco, pp. 473-7- 

® Antoni: Dallo storicismo^ P- 9’^- 
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humanist tradition, far from being crushed by Prussian 
dominance, had found its logical culmination and 
transfiguration in the unification of Gennany under 
Bismarck's leadership. 

WeltbiirgeTtwn und NutiunuZstciut— cosmopolitan- 
ism and the national state — was published in 1908 after 
Meinccke had spent fourteen years in the Prussian 
archives and seven moie as a professor in the German 
southwest. In tracing the shiit from cosmopolitan to 
national values which so sharply separated Goethe's 
generation from Bismarck's, Meinccke gave the piocess 
his retrospective blessing. But he did not render this 
judgment unreservedly, as his predecessors of the Prus- 
sian school had done. With another side of^is nature, 
he uiideistocid and sympathized with the defeated cos- 
mopolitans: even this eaily in his career his attitude 
toward the values of united Germany- was tinged with 
foreboding and nostalgia for a gentler age. 

The publication of W eltbiirgertum und National- 
staat marked sometliing of an epoch in contemporary 
Kuropean histoiiography. As the first major essay m 
what Mcmecke called Gcistesgeschichte—xhc history 
of spiiitual forces in political life— it started histoiical 
writing on an extremely fruitful course. 'Phe aged Dil- 
tliey read it and '‘made long excerpts from it." (Jrocc 
welcomed it as the work of a “pure historian." in which 
he had “read words . . . that seemed to be" his “very 
own." And indeed Meinccke’s sort of history was al- 
most identical with w'hal Ciocc was later to baptize 
“cthico political." Max Wcbei— whose woik on the le- 
lation between capital ism and Calvinism had been in 
Meinccke’ s mind as he was wi it mg— came to pay the 
historian a congratulatoiy call. And Wcbei's colleague 
at Heidelberg, Ernst Troeltsch, sent a post card, “in 
which he expressed . . . his hcart-fclt pleasure and 
agreement." * 

So far as I know, this was the first contact between 

^ Meinccke* Strassburg/ Freiburg/ Berlin, p. 102; Croce: Hts- 
tory: Its Theory and Practice, p 313. 
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the two men. Like Meinecke, Troeltsch had found in 
the German southwest a precarious and temporary bah 
ance between the opposing intellectual forces that 
threatened to tear his thought asunder. I'hrough the in- 
fluence of his friend Weber, he had reached an initial 
reconciliation between his religious faith and his critical 
sense, his respect for tradition and his realistic under- 
standing of the problems of modern society. One day 
there had come into his hands a book on the ‘'social 
task of the Protestant church.” The work had no merit 
in itself. Yet, as so often happens in such cases, it in- 
spired the reader to produce something more .substan- 
tial on a similar theme. Realizing his total ignorance of 
the subject, Troeltsch threw himself with characteristic 
energy into the study of the iclationship between 
Christian teaching and the perennial problems of man 
in society.® 

The resulting book, the monumental Social Teaching 
of the Christian Churches, was a cruder, more incoher- 
ent, and infinitely longer version of the same kind of 
study of the interplay of economic and religious forces 
on which Weber was simuitaneouslv working. For all 
the richness of its thought and scholarship, the book 
lacked claiity, Ihe intellectual categories were mamly 
borrowed from Weber, But Troeltsch applied them 
mechanically, almost as though he had not fnlly under- 
stood them. Weber’s carefully articulated analysis of 
the simultaneous autonomy nd interconnectedness of 
religion and social stmctuiT appeared in TrocHsch’s 
work as a mere alternation; the mutual relationship 
was constantly stated but never satisfactorily explained. 
And Weber’s t}polog\' of social phenomena— his most 
characteristic legacy to subsequent investigation— in 
Troeltsch’s hands seemed forced and artificial.® 

* Antoni: Dallo stoncismo, pp. 64-5. 

® See Chapter 8. Laigc paits of Die Soztallehren der christ- 
lichen Kirchen und Qtuppen (Tubingen, 191 (Gesammelte 
Schriften, I [Tubingen, 1923,]) were originally published between 
1908 and 1910 as articles in the Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft 
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Besides the fact that Troeltsch was obviously Web- 
er’s intellectual inferior, there was the further difficulty 
that the former was dealing with material in which his 
own religious faith, his own value-system, were deeply 
involved Unlike Weber, he was in no position to pur- 
sue the full relativist implications of his method, to 
treat Christianity in as detached a fashion as though it 
were the religion of China. Hence the loftiness of 
Troeltsch’s ethical tone was countered by notes of 
agonized uncertainty. The synthesis was too precarious. 
It could not last. 

We have seen how in 1914 Mciiiccke moved to Ber- 
lin, having already heard ‘'the thunder of the cannon 
from Alsace,” and how Troeltsch departed for the same 
destination a year later. In Meinecke's case the reasons 
for the move were purely professional. In the case of 
Troeltsch other considerations were involved. Heidel- 
berg had become “too narrow” for him: his position 
there was too strictly theological, whereas his*thought 
had long ago burst the bounds of traditional theology. 
Moreover, a “certain coolness” seems to have descended 
on his relations with Max Weber. ^ 

In Berlin, Troeltsch and Meiiiecke became close 
friends. In fact, the latter took over from Weber the 
function of serving as the intellectual guide that 
Troeltsch evidently required. They took almost daily 
walks together in the Grunewald— a practice that Mein- 
eckc continued foi two decades after his friend’s death, 
until in 1943, when he was eighty-one, the Allied bom- 
bardments finally forced him to desist. On these 
rambles they were sometimes joined by the visionary 
businessman and future statesman Walter Rathenau. 
Rathenau’s piesence suggests the turn toward an inter- 
est in public affairs which the move to Berlin had en- 
tailed. Like Croce, Meinecke and 7 >oeltsch weie 

und Sozialpolitik. The English translation, by Olive Wyon, was 
published in two volumes in London in 1931. 

Kohler: Troeltsch, p. 331. 
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caught up by the war situation into the main current of 
the national life. Earlier neither one had been totally 
apolitical. Meinecke, as we have observed, had become 
increasingly critical of the Wilhelminian regime and 
had made at least one foray into practical politics as a 
supporter of Friedrich Naumann.® Troeltsch had re- 
mained more conformist. But service as the Heidelberg 
University representative m the Baden upper house had 
given him some practical experience of political activity 
at the state level. 

In Berlin at war both were swept into the currents 
of controversy that separated the conservative majority 
from the smaller band of reformers among the German 
intellectuals. With these changed circumstances, 
Troeltsch followed his friends Weber and Meinecke 
into the reforming camp. Like Meinecke he opposed 
the war aims of the annexationists and preached the 
urgency of democratization before it was too late. To- 
gether the two friends joined the circle of moderates 
that gathered around the liberal Prince Max of Baden, 
and, at the war's end, they helped to found the German 
Democratic party.® But by that time the war had been 
lost. The enormous capital of devotion, of hope for a 
purer national life, that had gone into it, seemed all 
to have been spent in vain. 

Hence there came about an intense crisis of con- 
science that overshadowed Troeltsch's last years and 
broke Meinecke's intellectual life in two. While the 
war was still in progress, both had argued that Ger- 
many's peculiar tradition of idealist and historically 
grounded values gave ethical justification to the na- 
tional war effort: as opposed to the “mechanistic" phi- 
losophies for which France and Britain stood, Germany 
fought for a deeper and more spiritual tradition. This 
line of argument, of which ITiomas Mann was the 
most persuasive advocate, w^as common to German in- 

® Meinecke: Strassburg/Freiburg/Berlin, pp. 123-31, 133, 
1 59-60. 

® Sec Chapter 9. 
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tellectuals in both the conservative and the reforming 
camps. It helps explain why the latter, for all their op- 
position to annexation and then insistence on some 
version of democracy, remained steadfastly nationalist, 
and how they could still maintain that there was some- 
thing ethical about Germany's war aims long after it 
had become evident that at home as on the front it was 
naked military force alone that mattered. 

With the war's end, the conservatives kept to their 
old line and refused to give any countenance to the 
new democratic and republican regime Trocltsch and 
Meinecke did the opposite* Although they would have 
preferred some more moderate and '‘organic" foim of 
democracy than wliat the Weimar constitution pro- 
vided, the) siippo'-ted their country's republican institu- 
tions In a spirit of political leahsm and self saciificing 
patriotism, they accepted the parliamentary^ type of de- 
mocracy that they considered an alien importation 
from the rationalist West. Meinecke, in tact, became 
the chief symbol of republican loyalty aiiKtng Cei- 
manv’s historians, in a situation where nearly all the 
others of equal eminence opposed the Weimar regime. 
But how could ^his new allegiance be squared with 
Meinccke’s former emphasis on organic growth and his 
devotion to historically based thinking^ How could he 
and Troelisch reconcile then acceptance of the “mech- 
anistic" institutions of paihanienlary democracy with 
their history minded philosophy? 

It IS in this context of the lost war and the apparent 
triumph of Anglo-F’rench values of eighteenth century 
derivation that we must view the efforts of the tw'O 
friends to re establish the tradition of German nistor- 
ical thinking.^ 'f he way m which they chose to do it— 
and, from their standpoint, the only practicable fashion 

^ Walthcr Hofci C'^sch^chtsU^TelbuTlg und Weltanschauung: 
Betrachiungen zum Werk Fnednch Meineckes (Munich, 1950), 
pp 25 -6, 341-3, Enc C Koilman **Eine Diagnose der Wetmarer 
Republtk Frmt Troeltschs politische Anschauungen/ Htstonsciie 
Zeitschnft, CLXXXII (October 1956), 306-12. 



6 . Neo-Idealism in History 239 

—was by making a radical distinction. Pragmatically, 
they had become Western-type democrats. From a 
theoretical and philosophical standpoint, they remained 
true to German historical thought, to the tradition of 
HistoTismiLS, By subjecting this tradition to a careful 
review, they sought to rescue it from the discredit it 
had suffered thiough Germany’s defeat in battle, and 
the further opprobrium that had fallen upon it when 
Spengler's Decline of the West had earned off the post- 
war reading public on an intoxicating wave of meta his- 
toncal prophecy,^ 

Already during the war years Trocltsch had been at 
\Nork on the theoretical stud^ — ol which only the first 
volume was ever completed— entitled Der Histon^mus 
und seme Probletne As the first of his major books had 
been a tribute to Weber’s influence, so this second 
work reflected his intellectual dependence on Mei- 
neckc In the form in which it was published in 1922, 
it was It least as infonrlusivc as his Social leaching 
By an exhaustive sear».h througli the major literature 
of historical thinking fioin Kant to Croce. Troeltsch 
tried to explain how^ it w^as that Histon^mus, which had 
once been a force of 'libciation and uplift/' had m the 
contemporarv' world become a “burden" and a srnree 
of ‘‘perplcxitv/' He found his answer in the relativist 
implications of the wo’k ot Ni(‘t7schc and Dilthey, 
Rickcrt and Weber, Bergson and Croce— to all of 
whom he gave close and s>mpjthetic attention Dilthey 
he characterized as the mos‘ iiitcllc^tuallv gifted, the 
finest and the hvclicsl representative of pure His- 
torismus/' From Rickcrt, he drew his analysis of the 
role of value judgments ni the processes of historical 
thinking Bergson and Ciorc he contrasted as the lead- 
ing speculative thinkers of their respective countries. 
And of the two he found thd^ it was the French phi- 
losopher who had seen more deeply into the nature of 
historical process. For Bergson alone responded to the 


2 Sec Chaj^tcr 9 
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great “challenge” of contemporary thought by provid- 
ing a “pure analysis of movement . . . free . . . from 
all prejudices of . . . rationalism.” * Once more we 
find that the notion of “flow” is central to the under- 
standing of Troeltsch's thought. 

And once more— through this very infatuation with 
the flow of historical phenomena— we find him unable 
to gain a firm foothold. In the introduction to his pub- 
lished volume, Troeltsch proposed to seek a way out of 
the morass of relativism through a dynamic synthesis 
of the major values that had contributed to the shaping 
of the European tradition. But this synthesis he was un- 
able to accomplish himself. Presumably it would have 
been the subject of the unwritten second volume of his 
Historismus. In his published w^ork he restricted him- 
self to the sibylline utterance: “The essential and in- 
dividual identity of the finite spirits with the infinite 
spirit and . . . their intuitive participation in the lat- 
ter's concrete content and mobile unity of life— that is 
the key to the solution of our problem.” ^ # 

Death cariied Troeltsch off in February 1923 on the 
eve of a lecture trip to England, which— like so many 
other “good” Germans— he had always admired and 
always wanted to visit. His literar}' executors published 
the manuscripts of the lectures that he had intended 
for his English audience undei the title Der Histo- 
rismus und seine Ubcrwindung—therchy implying that 
in some fashion the author had “overcome” the crisis 
in historical thinking. But a reading of the lectures 
themselves suggests the contrary. It clearly reveals that 
just before his death Troeltsch was as much at sea as 
ever. He had found no other way out of his difficulties 
than an appeal to higher— and ultimately metaphysical 
—values. “Scepticism and relativism,” he wrote, “are 
only ail apparently necessary consequence of modern in- 
tellectual conditions and of Histoncism. They can be 

® Gesammelte Schriften^ III (Tubingen, 1922), pp. 10, 528, 
559-65* 630-2. 

* Ibid , pp. vii-viii, 677. 
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overcome by way of Ethics, and by way of the ideal 
forces emerging from history itself, which are only 
mirroied and concentrated in Ethics.’'® But surely 
Troeltsch knew that the study of history provided no 
unequivocal ethical guide: he had long ago outgrown 
the illusion that he could find a moral code imbedded 
in the data of history itself. His last work was, rather, a 
confession of failure— an admission that it had proved 
impossible to discover stable values within the flow of 
the historical process. In effect, Troeltsch had come 
back to his starting-point — to revealed religion and 
faith in things unseen.® 

Thus Troeltsch died en pleine crise. Even as a theo- 
logian, he had been supplanted by his juniors: in 1918 
Karl Barth had launched the neo-orthodox movement 
that was to reject with scorn the sort of tolerant, his- 
torically based religion of which Troeltsch was the last 
great representative It remained for Meinecke to pick 
up the pieces of the endeavor on which he and his 
friend had jointly embarked and to tr\’ his own hand at 
a rehabilitation of Historismus. 

Like Troeltsch, Meinecke faced the problem m a 
double guise— as a question of abstract historiographic 
theory and as a question of applied values. His initial 
solution was once more to separate out the value ele- 
ment from the abstractions of historical philosophy, as 
he had already done by implication in his acceptance 
of the Weimar republic. In the review he wrote of 
Troeltsch's last work, he gave full credit to his friend's 
immense scholarship and the integrity of his search. 
But he argued that Troeltsch had made a fundamental 
error in trying to find an ethical absolute in history. In 
so doing he had ventured onto metaphysical ground, 
where Historismus did not properly belong. In ques- 
tions of metaphysics, Meinecke maintained, historical 

® Der Hiatorismus und seine Ube^indiing (Berlin, 1924), 
translated under the direction of Baron F von Hugel as Christian 
Thought: Its History and Application (London, 1923), pp- 106-7. 

® Rossi: Storicismo tedesco, pp ^02-21. 
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thought must content itself with ‘'general presentiment 
and intimation. What . . . from the scientific stand- 
point is its strength becomes its weakness from the 
standpoint of ethics and practice. ... With respect to 
the highest values of life ... it can say nothing defi- 
nite and palpable . . . nothing of universal validity 
. . . that can charm the masses.’' 

ITius Trocltsch had been wrong, Meinecke con- 
cluded, to reproach him — Meinecke— for restricting his 
thought to “pure contemplation.” Actually this was the 
true historian’s only recourse. If one tried to “draw 
up . . . a . . . cultural program,” as Troeltsch had 
done, the result would be to “burden” historical 
thought with “practical tendencies” that might “dis- 
turb its pure striving for the truth.” ’ This — in far 
cruder form — had been Spengler’s error; it had been one 
of the sins of the positivists; in short, in trying to de- 
fend HistorismuSy Troeltsch had fallen into the mis- 
takes of its enemies. And Mcinecke in turn, in striving 
to preserve historical thought from practicai entangle- 
ment, was speaking with the voice of the Croce of the 
pre-war era. 

Yet, like Croce himself, Meinecke was ver)^ soon to 
be forced by circumstances to apply his historical think- 
ing to the area <jf political value judgments. In the 
second of his trilogy of ma)or writings — Die Idee der 
Stadtsraso 7 i in dcr neneren Geschichte — which appealed 
in 1924 a year after his article on Trocltsch, Meinecke 
grappled once again with the problem of the ethics of 
power and reason of slate.^ What in his W eltburger- 
turn he had treated in an exclusively German context, 
he now extended to the whole course of modern Euro- 
pean history. And where in his earlier work he had tried 
to bring ethics and power into a precarious synthesis, 

^ “Troeltsch iirid liistonsmus” pp 220-7. 

* It was not until ig«;7 that this, the only one of Meineckc's 
major works to be translated, appeared in London in an Fmglish 
version by D. Scott entitled Machiavellism: The Doctrine of 
Raison d'etat and Its Place in Modern History. 
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he now came to the regretful conclusion that the two 
were ultimately irreconcilable. The experience of his 
country at war and the resulting collapse of Bismarck's 
handiwork had convinced Mcinecke of the artificiality 
of his earlier reconciliation. 

Within less than a decade the course of German po- 
litical history confirmed his negative conclusion. The 
advent of Hitler brought Meinecke into no personal 
danger: he had already retired from his professorship at 
Berlin, and he was too old for active controversv The 
Nazis restricted themselves to depriving him of his 
editorship of the Historische Zeitschrift, which he had 
directed for forty-two years, and then left him alone. 
Meantime Mcinecke got on with his historical labors. 
The concluding work m his trilogy, Die Kntsteliung 
des Historismus, appeared in 19^6, three decades after 
he had first undertaken his work of synthesis in the 
cthico political field. 

This last study, which traced the rise of historical 
thinking since the eighteenth century, was the most 
serene and the widest in its compass of all Meinecke's 
works. The problem that had worried him since his 
earliest ventures in scholarship he had now pushed to 
its ultimate limits, llis thought had spread in concen- 
tne circles: wdiat had begun within the framework of 
the ethico-political histoiv of Gerinanv and had subse- 
quently been extended to a Europe-wide sphere, Mei- 
necke now^ undertook to treat in the context of histori- 
cal thinking itself. Indeed, the subject was so raimtving 
and difficult that the elderly historian — who had by 
now reached his mid-seven ties- w'as obliged to give up 
the hope of bringing it to completion, lie was unable 
to carry his account bevond the woik of Goethe; he 
simply indicated what would have been its logical con- 
clusion by appending to his book a lecture on Ranke 
that he had prepared for the fiftieth anniversary of the 
historian's death. 

Despite its unfinished form, Mcinccke's line of argu- 
ment was sufficiently clear. As he had already suggested 
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in his essay on Troeltsch, he was taking his stand with 
the "‘pure*' tradition of German historical thinking—a 
tradition from which relativism could be regarded as 
a '‘shallow” aberration. He had gone back behind 
Troeltsch, behind Dilthey, to the spiritual world into 
which he had been born, the world of late cighteenth- 
and early nineteenth-century idealism. He had gone 
back to his beloved masters, to Herder, to Goethe, and 
to Ranke. Faced with the National Socialist destruc 
tion of civilized values, he had sought refuge, like so 
many others of his more sensitive countrymen, in an 
ideal world of the spirit. Ultimately he had succumbed 
to his own vaporous brand of metaphysic. What lie had 
earlier called mere ''presentiment and intimation” had 
now come into the center of his thought. As his per- 
sonal response to the challenge of relativism, he fol- 
lowed Goethe in declaring his "faith in final absolute 
values” for which he could offer no validation beyond 
the voice of his own "soul.” 

In so doing, Meineckc retracted nothinff of what he 
had written earlier. He entitled the second volume of 
his study "The German Movement,” and he described 
the development of historical thinking as, alongside the 
Reformation, the second of Germany's "great deeds” 
in the service of civilization.® But this intellectual con- 
tribution he refrained from relating in any fashion to 
his country's political achievement. The pragmatic sepa- 
ration between the sphere of ideas and the sphere of 
politics which had become increasingly explicit in his 
post war writings he had now delineated even more 
sharply. Meinecke's last great work was full of quiet but 
unmistakable references to Nazism. By implication at 
least, it condemned the whole course of German na- 
tionalist policy that had ultimately led to Hitler. At 
the same time, since the analysis did not extend be)ond 
the early nineteenth century, Meinecke was not obliged 

* Die Entstehung des Historismus (Munich and Berlin, 1936), 
I, 2, 4-5, II, 626-7. 
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to assess the responsibility of Historismus itself for 
what had occurred m his own time. 

There remained only this one further step to take. 
With the end of the Second World War, with the ruin 
and partition of his country, Meinecke— now over 
eighty — once again tried to make an intellectual adjust- 
ment to an even more complete catastrophe than that 
which had overwhelmed him a quarter-century earlier. 
In a little book of retrospect published in 1946, he re- 
vised his views in a fashion that was unprecedented for 
a historian of such age and eminence. One by one he 
sacrificed his earlier idols. Now not only Hitler stood 
condemned: Bismarck was also brought into question 
“as a borderline case.’" Indeed, the whole process of 
German unification appeared in the perspective of 1946 
as of doubtful ethical merit. In Mcinecke’s spirit Wei- 
mar had at last definitively triumphed over Potsdam, 
and Goethe over Bismarck. Even the gentle Ranke w'as 
caught up in the process of re-eval nation. Alongside the 
master of German historians, who had surioundcd the 
realities of power with the euphemisms of *'the spirit,” 
Meinecke was now' prepared to place the Swiss Burck- 
hardt, who, “more clear-sighted than any other thinker 
of his time,” gave w'arning of the despotisms to come.^ 

In 19^4, when Meinecke died, having lived to even 
more than Ranke’s niu* ty years and having rendered a 
last service to scholarship by lending his name as hon- 
orary rector to the newly establi^'hed Free University of 
Berlin, he had moved a long distance from the gods of 
his youth. He had not granted in so many words that 
the Anglo-French empiricists had been right all along 
in their distrust of German idealism and historical 
thinking. To have done so w'ould have been to sacrifice 

^ Die deutsche Katastwphe: Betrachtungen und Erinnerungen 
(Wiesbaden and Zurich, 1946), trails' ^ted by Sidney B Fay as 
The German Catastrophe: Reactions and Recollections (CaTi- 
bridge. Mass., 1950), pp. 1-2, 13-14. On the course of Mei 
necke’s intellectual change from 1918 to 1946. besides Hofer’s 
Oeschirhtschreibung und 'Weltanschauung^ see Rossi: Stoficismo 
tedcsco, pp. 492-501, 521-42. 
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all the enrichment of understanding that had come out 
of nineteenth-century Germany. But in appealing be- 
yond Ranke to Goethe himself, Meinecke had tried to 
go back to a time when the idealist tradition was still 
unencumbered by mystical abstractions and association 
with the power-state. He had gone back to the late 
eighteenth century, when Germany had not yet di- 
verged from the Western European norm, and when 
men like Goethe and Kant were still working within 
the assumptions of Anglo French thought to laise this 
common intellectual heritage to a higher level of intui- 
tive grasp. In short, he had gone back to the last and 
greatest of the products of the Enlightenment. 

Neither Trocltsch nor Meinecke was a particularly 
coherent historical thinker. While the former was 
franklv confused and ne\cr attained to a full maslcry 
of his materials, Meinecke unquestionably possessed a 
talent of a high order. “With extreme finesse he knew 
how to pick out'’ what was \ital and “with the scrupu- 
lousness of a goldsmith” to assign to each historical 
element its proper place in his account. But when he 
turned from being a historian to plav the philosopher, 
when “rigor of argument” should have taken over from 
“finesse of intcrpictation, . this ver\ richness of 
points of view, this tapacitv for psychological 
empathy/ became “a weakness” - Meinecke liacl an 
enormous gift for historical ' intuition ” But, like his 
master Ranke, he was incapable of reasoning about his- 
torv in an\ unambiguous fashion. 

'This was Croce’s complaint when he came to review 
the r.ritstehung des Historismus Although he granted 
at the start that much could be learned from the “diffi- 
cult argument” of a book which “m doctrine, acumen 
and thoroughness” was “altogether worthy” of its au- 
thor, he differed sharply with Meinecke’s central con- 
tention. For Meinecke historical thinking seemed to 


^ Antoni Dallo storicismo, p 97. 
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consist in making a place for the “irrational in human 
life/' But this, Croce argued, was not at all what Histo- 
rismus actually did. Properly regarded, German his- 
torical thinking had criticized and overcome the “ab- 
stract rationalism'' of the Kiilightenmcnt only “in so 
far it was "'mere profoundly rationalistic * than the 
Enlightenment itself.® Thus the issue between the two 
historians was squarely joined. As Meinccke said in his 
rebuttal, Croce had taken his stand with Ilegcl while 
he himself remained true to the example of Ranke."* 

But the issue was not quite so simple as that. Croce, 
as wc have already observed, was far troin being an out- 
and-out Hegelian, and Meinecke was eventually to be- 
crmic incnc critical of his bcluvcd Ranke. Actually, in 
then view of historical studv as a whole, the two were 
united in moie ways than thev were separated. 'Ihey 
had both conic out of tJic traditicni of German ideal- 
ism: they liad in ^.ominon the lessons of Di0)scn and 
of Dilthev. Both of them, fiom the severe critics of the 
Enlightenment that they had been in their youth, ar- 
rived as old men, by quite cliflercnt pathw^ays, at a wry 
and guaided endorsement of the pliilosophy they had 
scorned. 

What scpaiatcd them, rather, was a divergent inter- 
pretation of Dilthey's intellectual legacy. Croce had 
tried to discipline it by mak.ng it more logical and pre- 
cise. Meinccke had gradually led it back to its origins 
m late eighteen th-century idealism Each had ended 
in a position that w^as far more committed, from a po- 
litical standpoint, more tied to the world of practical 
action, than what Dilthe} had taught 01 wdiat the his- 
torian himself had originally intended. Moreover, both 
had narrowed their common inheritance: neither had 
grasped the full import of Dilthey's analysis of the in- 

® History as Story of Liberty, p. 66. 

‘"Zur Entstehungsgeschichte des Histonsmus und des 
Schleiermacherschen Jndividualitatsgedankens/' Vom geschicht- 
lichen Sinn und vom Sinn der Geschichte, fourth edition (Leip- 
zig, 1939), pp. 96-7. 
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terrelationships among the different branches of human 
study, nor had resumed the attempt to bring history 
into a d\ namic accord with social science; each was too 
excliisivelv absorbed in preserving the newly won au- 
tonomy of historical study. Finally, both had failed to 
sec that the relativist implications of Dilthey's thought 
might not necessarily threaten the whole notion of 
Hisiorismus: it did not occur to them to revise the 
idealist theory of values withit* a frankly relativist 
framework These were the great tasks that still re- 
mained if the intellectual revolution of the 1890's was 
to be puslicd to its furthest limits. 



CHAPTER 



The Heirs of Machiavelli: 
Pareto, Mosca, Michels 


J N September 5917 Benedetto Croce, in introducing 
to the public a new edition of his cssa)S on histori- 
cal niatcriahsni, declared that the study of Marx had 
brought him back ‘‘to the best traditions of Italian 
political science, thanks to the firm assertion of tlic 
principle of force, of struggle, of power, and the satiri- 
cal and caustic opposition to the anti-histoncal and 
democratic insipidities of natural law doctrine— to the 
so-called ideals of 1789/’ ^ For Croce, such a statement 
was on the periphery of his main interests. It recalled a 
quasi-Marxist position that he had long ago outgrown 
and a skeptical attitude toward politics that his future 
opposition to the Fascist state would definitely tran- 
scend. But at the same time it pointed to the central 
concerns of a group of contemporary Italian thinkers 
for whom Croce professed great respect and more than 

1 Matenalismo stonco ed economui marxistica, ninth edition 
revised (Ban, 1951), p. xiii. 
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a little ideological sympathy. Although he did not men- 
tion it in so many words, his preface of 1917 might well 
have recalled the publication in the previous year of 
Vilfredo Pareto's Trattato di sociologia generate’— the 
most elaborate exposition of a line of thought that has 
quite properly been called “Machiavellian." ^ 

The Italian and semi-Italian representatives of 
the Machiavellian school — Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano 
Mosca, and Robert Michels — do not rank among the 
most creative minds of the early twentieth century. In 
terms of wide-ranging imagination and a sophisticated 
understanding of the categories of social thought they 
cannot be placed alongside Freud or Weber or their 
countryman Croce. Yet the very limitations of their 
thinking gave it a sharper outline than chaiactcrized 
the work of their greater contemporaries, and brought 
it a more immediate public response. In their anti- 
metaphysical, intensely practical bent Pareto and 
Mosca were heirs to an authentic Italian tradition. 
They codified in a readily comprehensible and osten- 
sibly scientific form the newly rediscovered political 
doctrines that Sorel and Spengler enunciated in inten- 
tionally pro\ocativc fragments, and at which a gentler 
spirit like Croce had no more than hinted. 

Pareto, as we have seen earlier, maintained with Sorel 
a literary' friendship of long standing. And he believed 
that his own theories and SorePs had to a large extent 
run parellel. On the latter's death he noted that in his 
Trattato he had “tried to accomplish, with general the- 
ories drawn exclusivelv from experience, what Sore) was 
doing in other fields." SorePs “celebrated theor\' of the 
myt/i," he added, was only a “particular case" of his 
own “theory of residues'' ^ 

Similarly Michels had known Sorel in Paris in the 
period just before the publication of the Reflections on 

2 Sec, for example, )aines Buniliam: The Machiavellians: De- 
fenders of Freedom (New York, 194:5). 

^ Vilfredo Pareto: ‘Georges Sore/," La Ronda, IV (September 
and October 1922), 542. 
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\iolence^ and, while diffcnng wuth him on the virtues 
of the sviidicahst leadcis, had responded warmly to his 
brutal critique of ideological rlietonr He was also a 
friend and piotegc of Weber — indeed, in the fiist dec- 
ade of ttie centuiv he scived as one of the rare pOiiits 
of contact betw'cen Incnch and Gciniaii social 
thought^ /V SMithcsi/ing mind rather thin i nolabl} 
original ihmlvcr, Michels was to draw together m a co- 
liercnt doc time of pcditic il leadership elements dcinecl 
from near]^ all the mi]of social theorists of the genera- 
tion jusl ])noi to In- own 

UnqiKstion ibh , then, Michels was the most cosmet- 
pohtaii of the leading iiitclleetnals ot the caiH tweii 
tic tfi ccmiir\ C .ciman ttiK ugh In , t ither Ircnchfiike 
Pareto) thiongh Ins iii(‘ther, iiid Uainn b\ a mi\tme 
of necessih and choice When Ins earlv Socialist as^o 
ciatioiis had clcbaiud him fiom at adcmic picfcniiciit 
in hi-> natne Chinnin he ac».cpteci a foieign teaching 
apj)ointmeiit, first in Ittlv, then m Swit/crlancl, finallc 
and permaiicnth — m Ins bclo\ed Itah the cli->sic 
work c;ii political parties for wlncli he was to be cliu fly 
remembered dcined much ot its autheiitieiU from the 
Inch tasliion m wlmh it icficcted the authors lii‘^t- 
hand experience with the Socialist paities and tiadc- 
mnon nuneinciit'* in all diue of the gieat nations of 
the V\ cst 1 ur(>pcaii coiitim it \iid when he wrote m 
it of the ])eisonal s.icniiee of fami]\ associations and 
piofessioiial opportunities winch so many Socialist in 
teilcitnals ot niuldle class origin had made, it was 
doubtless Ins own case that he had m mind 

riius both Paieto and Michels formed part of that 

^ 'C-coKcs Soi(i of I initiciMn Motlcf-n I uvid 

ProbI 7ns nf tin 1 bird and ' our*h Ki.puhUc'' tdit<.rt in I lu I'd 
Mtul I arlc NJ pp lO- 2 S^ \hiun.t 

\\ tl)ci Wax \\ ibcT 1 171 libensbdd luw i *-ion ilkidclbLit, 

' VP b I £526-- 

Sc eg p of Political Partus YorV k)!”];), 

tiinshtcd Iv Idui Tiid Ctdir Paul from the Italnn edition of 
yur Sozudo^ic /cs Partenvesens in dcr niodrnun DtinokrafiL 
(Leip/tg, igii) 
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Franco-Italian circle of intellectuals — seeing each other 
only rarely if at all and held together by no more than 
correspondence and an intense exchange of ideas— 
which had Sorel as its central figure. And, like Pareto, 
Michels came to sociology by way of socialism. Of the 
trio of neo-Machiavellians, Mosca alone stood aloof 
from Marxist theory, toward which he displayed an un- 
relenting hostility based at least in part on misinforma- 
tion. Likewise he remained untouched by the almost 
magical attraction of Georges Sorel. As compared to 
his contemporaries of a similar turn of mind, Mosca 
never strayed from the path of respectability. Both Pa- 
reto and Michels in their different ways at one time or 
another defied the conventions of upper middle-class 
society. Mosca— for all the shockingly paradoxical form 
in which he cast his doctrines— maintained an outward 
existence that was a model of decorum. Through a life 
of more than eighty years, as professor, deputy, senator, 
and minister, he never departed from an attitude of 
serene competence and of passion held firmly in cl^eck: 
even his opposition to Fascism had something re- 
strained about it. Of the three he alone was to survive 
into the Second World War and to see the beginning 
of the breakdown of the regime that he had opposed 
with both moderation and firmness. 

Moreover, Ntosca alone worked out his theories in an 
exclusively Italian setting. His Sicilian birth and the 
fact that he had passed his whole youth in the Italian 
south gave the decisive steer to his political thinking. 
Although he moved to Rome in 1887, when he was just 
under thirty, and spent the remainder of his life either 
there or m I’urin— where, in the early 1900’s, he en- 
couraged and befriended Robert Michels— he never 
shook off an early skepticism toward representative in- 
stitutions derived from first-hand experience of the un- 
abashed violence and corruption of Sicilian politics,® 
For Pareto and Michels disillusionment came later. It 

® Mario Delle Piane: Gaetano Mosca. Classe pohtica e Itbe- 
ralismo (Naples, 1952), pp. 374“5. 
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was only when the former had lost his battle for a lib- 
eral economic policy in his native country, and after 
the latter had discovered that Socialist parties were just 
as oligarchical as their conservative enemies, that Pa- 
reto and Michels reached the disabused conclusions 
that we now associate with their names. It was only 
alter they had been disappointed in the hopeful doc- 
trines of the French Enlightenment that they were 
willing to acknowledge the Italian Machiavclli as their 
master. 

Indeed, the fact that Mosca had never been any- 
thing but skeptical — that he had never experienced the 
shock of disillusionment— may have a good de‘al to do 
with the relatively favorable attitude toward representa- 
tive democracy at which he eventually arrived. On the 
contrary, Pareto and Michels steadily evolved toward a 
more critical and even quasi-fascist view. I'hese differ- 
ences, however marginal they may seem today, arc ac- 
tually of crucial importance in judging the work of 
these three theorists. The main outlines of Mosca's and 
Pareto's thought may be similar: in both cases it sug- 
gests aristocratic fastidiousness and a distrust of mass 
democracy; in both cases it unmistakably reflects the 
political circumstances of the i88o's and 1890's— per- 
haps the least attractive era of the Italian parliamcntarj' 
regime. Yet the form of Pareto's and Mosca's works 
and the methodological presuppositions behind them 
diffeied sharply, and these differences, despite the most 
curious overlappings and internal contradictions, help 
explain the ultimate divergence that brought ParetO 
down on one side of a major political divide and Mosca 
on the other. 

As speculative sociologists Pareto and Mosca and 
Michels were alike Machiavellians in their insistence on 
the sharp separation betw^een rulers and ruled, on the 
necessary role of force and fraud in government, and 
on the inevitable degeneration of all political groups 
and institutions. With these pessimistic doctrines they 
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coupled— in only apparent disharmony— an equally 
Machiavellian longing for freedom. 

It is through them primarily that contemporary po- 
litical science and sociology have derived the now stand- 
ard notion of a political and social elite. It was around 
this concept that they organized their critique of po- 
litical ideologies— an analysis that completed the work 
of Marx by subjecting to his own sort of treatment the 
socialist aspirations and the socialist view of history 
that the founder of dialectical material isni had re- 
spected as the sole ideology worthy to survive. 

We have seen how Pareto's critique of Marxism in 
his Sysiemes socialistes had led naturally into a defini- 
tion of the role of elites in history.^ Ilis notion of their 
origin and constitution was pretty crude as compared 
with our contemporary understanding of the formation 
of leading groups. For Pareto— like Mosca and Michels 
also— simply as.sumed tliat ''superiority' m individuals 
was something innate and imdiffeicntiated. He failed 
to recognize the importance of systematic training in 
the fosteiing of supciior skills, and the differentiation 
among these skills which might assure success in one 
situation and bring on catastrophe in another. More- 
over he took it for granted that superior individuals 
craved power: he made insufficient allowance for the 
othci motivations that so often in the past had reduced 
a power drive to nullity. Yet Pareto's central assump- 
tion has stood firm. Again and again contemporary po- 
litical scientists and sociologists liave returned to his 
major principle that political movements could never 
be more than the work of active minorities, and that 
the mass of mankind would remain passive instruments 
in the power struggle, however '‘popular” the form of 
government under which they lived. 

This major assumption offered the point of departure 
for the political portions of Pareto’s Trattato. But it 
was actually Mosca— although he was Pareto’s junior 


See Chapter 3. 
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by ten years— who first enunciated the concept of a 
ruling minorit}'. Mosca's Teorica dei governi^ had for- 
mulated the theory of a “political class’" nearly two 
decades before Pareto hit upon roughly the same idea. 
And the fuller exposition of this concept which Mosca 
gave in the first version of his Elementi di scienza po- 
litical still antedated by more than half a decade Pa- 
reto’s initial formulation. TTius. Mosca was undoubt- 
edly justified in insisting with some vigor on his own 
right of priority.^ And Michels found himself in a diffi- 
cult position when he tried to give credit to both men, 
whom he alike respected as intellectual mentors. 

Within this common agreement on the theory of 
governing minorities, each of the three thinkers placed 
his emphasis in a different fashion. Mosca’s formula- 
tion was the first and most general. Yet it was in a 
characteristically political context— it did no more than 
hint at the extension of the doctrine to society as 
a whole. For the Sicilian theorist’s primary concern 
was directed toward the functioning of parliamentary 
bodies and the behavior of informal political groupings. 
It was for this sort of study that his personal experience 
had equipped him, and it w’as in the definition of par- 
liamentary^ oligarchies that he excelled. His Teorica and 
his Elementi presented in persuasive form a view of the 
political process as managed by narrow and self-per- 
petuating cliques— a situation in which the presumed 
representative of “the people” was not in fact elected 
by his constituents but “had himself elected ' by impos- 
ing his cwn candidacy. 

Yet below the surface of his political reasoning, 
Mosca suggested a wider social application. When he 

* Originally published in Turin in 1884. A second edition was 
published 111 Milan in 1925. 

® Originally published in Turin in 1896 Hiis book, plus the 
second volume that Mosca appended to it in 192^, has been 
translated by Hannah D. Kahn, under the editorship of Arthur 
Livingston, as The Ruling Class (New York, 1939). 

1 Alfonso dc Pietn-Tonelli: "Mosca e Pareto” Rivista inter- 
nazionale di scienze socali, VT (July 1933), 468-93. 
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spoke of the “social forces” that in a properly function- 
ing representative system should all have the opportu- 
nity to play their part, he was coming fairly close to a 
theory of politics based on economic classes. For by 
social forces he meant the major public interests con- 
stituted by businessmen and agriculturists, intellectuals 
and the military. And of these it was his own “force” — 
the intellectuals of middling income — for which he 
served as the “unconscious . . . spokesman.” When 
he characterized “disinterested” public servants as a 
second stratum of the political class that gave it both 
competence and continuity, it was people like himself 
that he had in mind. Their recruitment, he implied, 
came from the inert mass of the population itself. Thus 
there was in Mosca a kind of “crypto-Marxism” — as 
there was a “crypto-democracy” that would eventually 
land him in a wry acceptance of popular government 
itself,^ 

It was left for Michels to extend Mosca's theories to 
the mass organizations characteristic of our own tim%— 
organizations that were not yet in existence when the 
latter first devised his notion of the political class. In 
the study entitled Political Parties— published more 
than a quarter-century after Mosca's Tcoricd— Michels 
applied the concept of dites to the Socialist parties and 
trade unions which had grown up in the meantime and 
with which he was so well acquainted. What he bap- 
tized the “iron law of oligarchy” was a codification of 
a practical truth that he had discovered through per- 
sonal experience — the hard-won conviction that politi- 
cal organizations, through the internal necessities of 
discipline and administrative continuity, inevitably be- 
came closed and self-perpetuating oligarchies.® 

As for Pareto, in his hands the theory of dites even- 
tually was relegated to the position of a subordinate 

^ James H. Meisel; The Myth of the Ruling Class: Gaetano 
Mosca and the **Elite*' (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1958), pp. 60-1, 
218, 303. 

* Political Parties, pp. 11, 401. 
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and contributory element in a still more general hy- 
pothesis. Alone of the three, Pareto went beyond the 
facts of political manipulation on which they all agreed, 
to attempt a definition of those basic human impulses 
that offered the raw material for mass leadership. Ilis 
celebrated theory of ‘‘residues*' and “derivations” ap- 
plied the common fund of political knowledge to the 
other aspects of society — more particularly war and reli- 
gion. In this schema, the residues represented what was 
unvarying, or at least what changed only very slowly, 
in human conduct, the derivations the constantly vary- 
ing explanations and rationalizations of such behavior. 
Customarily it had been the latter that had occupied 
the foreground of history* in the future, if Pareto’s pre- 
cepts were to be followed, it would be the residues on 
which students of society would focus their attention. 

Actually, Mosca liad come close to a similar formula- 
tion when in his first book he had asserted that each po- 
litical class rationalized its rule in terms of a convenient 
“political formula”— liberalism, democracy, and social- 
ism being the obvious contemporary examples. But 
Mosca had not pursued this discovery any farther. He 
had not gone on to suggest, as Pareto did, that a politi- 
cal formula was simply one example of a more inclusive 
category of rationalizations: he had not elaborated his 
hypothesis by pointing to the moral or pseudo-rational 
“derivations” with which mankind sought to justify the 
most varied kinds of activity. In this sense Pareto com- 
pleted Mosca's original insight. 

In this same sense the learned world has been right 
in treating Pareto as the more important figure. Yet 
W’c should accept such a judgment only with the strong- 
est reservations. As an empirical worker Pareto was 
Mosca's inferior: through eight years of paihamcntary* 
reporting and his subsequent carec* as a deputy, the 
latter acquired an intimate, first-hand knowledge of 
Italian politics to which Pareto, isolated as he was on 
the shores of the l^ke of Geneva, could never attain. 
Indeed, of the three it was Michels who marshaled his 
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evidence most carefully and whose writings come clos- 
est to contemporary standards of scientific investiga- 
tion, Moreover, if Mosca attempted less than Pareto, 
he succeeded better in what he actually tried to do. His 
Elementi in their final form constitute a clear, graceful, 
and classic expression of a theory of politics that has 
by now gained wide acceptance. Its good humor and 
moderation have won it adherents even in the demo- 
cratic camp: Mosca ’s insistence on free competition 
among political minorities as the surest guarantee of 
liberty has appealed to a number of democratic theo- 
rists as a realistic substitute for the traditional argu- 
ments from majority rule.* We shall find the ultimate 
irony of Pareto's relation to Mosca when we observe 
that the former’s work has stood up best in those very 
respects in which it most resembles the writings of his 
younger countrvman. 

One further comparison is in order. Mosca and 
Michels were not particularly interested in analyzing 
or criticizing the philosophical presuppositions^ on 
which their theories were based. Indeed, in Mosca’s 
case, the positivist position from which the author 
had approached his v,ork remained nnaltcied through 
nearly sixty years of intellectual activity. Or at least 
its explicit statement never changed, however much 
Mosca’s increasing experience of the ambiguities of his- 
tory might alter it in practice.*’ Paieto too had staited 
from positivist piesuppositions But, as a more rigorous 
thinker than Tvlosca, he did not rest content with the 
bald enunciation of certain fairl\ obvious })iiiiciplcs of 
social-science method. Nearly a quarter of his rraftato 
he devoted to an elaborate exposition of the subjective 
and epistemological problems that he had encountered 
in his work. In the course of this analysis, Pareto— -by 

♦ See, for example. Robert A. Dahl. A Preface to Democrattc 
Theory (Chicago, 1956), pp 54-5, 132. 

® For elaboration on this theme, sec my essay, “Gaetano Mosca 
and the Political Lessons of Il!stnr\\” in Teachers of History' 
Essays in Honor of Laurence Bradford Packard, edited by 
H. Stuart Hughes (Ithaca, N.Y., 1954), pp- 146-67. 
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implication at least— was to burst the bounds of his 
positivist framework. By the same process he was to 
land himself in inextricable difficulties. This height- 
ened philosophical awareness suggests that we should 
examine Pareto's method and conclusions in greater de- 
tail than seems warranted in the case of Nfosca and 
Michels. In so doing we may perhaps be able to find 
an explanation of why Pareto's work, after the enor- 
mous vogue it enjoyed in the 1920's and 1930’s, is com- 
paratively little regarded today— why it has not become 
the ''point of departure for the verv fruitful lesearchcs " 
which his most authoritative expositor had confidently 
anticipated.® 

Initially we should recall Pareto's intellectual origins. 
In his early education, natural science and classical 
studies were the decisnc influences. The latter he left 
dormant for the four central decades of his life— to re- 
turn to them in his later years when he drew from the 
histoiv and mythology of Greek and Roman antiquity 
the curious examples that enliven Ins Trattato. From 
natural science he never departed very far. By training 
and original profession an engineer, he retained the 
technician's cast of mind throughout his subsequent 
evolution to mathematical economics, the critique of 
socialisui, and, finally, systematic sociology. 

I have said that Pareto w’as a positivist. I should 
modify this statement bv adding that Ins positivism was 
not of a crude or imreflectivc \ irietv. He stiugglcd 
haid— without complete success — to free himself from 
the influence of the Social Darwinism that had capti- 
vated his youth. He w^as hostile to the ideas of William 
James, unlike so manv of his contemporaries, he le- 
fused to be dazzled by the scientific paradoxes of philo- 
sophical pragmatism. But his owm notion of science 
came close to the teachings of Mach and Poincare: in 

® G. H. Bousquet: Vdfredo Pareto, sa vte et son aiuvre 
1928). p. 212. 
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this sense it was far more sophisticated than that of 
most positivists/ 

In none of his capacities did Pareto function as an 
empirical investigator. He was a book-bound scholar: 
he closed himself up in his well-stocked library and 
from this safe haven viewed the world with Olympian 
detachment. He was not tempted to engage in uncon- 
ventional or on-the-spot researches. The elaboration of 
theories based on extensive reading sufficed. Hence, 
however much Pareto himself would have objected to 
the term, I think we must classify his work as '‘specu- 
lative sociology.’' We must treat with some skepticism 
his own claims to “logico-cxperimental” method. Logi- 
cal it may have been, but not experimental. 

A second clue to Pareto’s intellectual presuppositions 
may be found in the personal prejudices with which he 
approached his work. His father had been a Mazzinian 
liberal who had gone into exile for his political beliefs— 
hence the residence in France which, along with the 
inheritance from his mother, had made the youngfer 
Pareto bilingual. Tow'ard his paternal tradition he was 
obviously divided in mind. One part of it he had re- 
tained without question — another part he had cast off 
in violent fashion. A liberal Pareto remained all his 
life, moie particularly in economics, but also in his in- 
sistence on freedom of speech and teaching. Yet the 
humanitarian and democratic aspects of the Mazzinian 
inheritance he rejected with an excessive scorn that 
strikes one as highly suspect: one wondeis how many 
traces of this way of thinking remained lurking in his 
semi-conscious. For humanitarians Pareto reserved his 
sharpest taunts: he characterized them as a ‘ baneful 


T Ibid p 205, Vilfrt-do Pareto: Trattato di sociologia generale, 
2 vols (Florence, 1916), translated by Andrew Bongiorno and 
Arthur Livingston under the editorship of the latter as The Mind 
and Society, 4 vols (New York, 1935), Paragraphs 69, 828, 915 
(the paragraph numbering is the same in all editions); Talcott 
Parsons: The Structure of Social Action, second edition (Glencoe, 
111., 1949), p. 
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animal pest*' worthy only of extermination. Professional 
prudes were his other favorite target. And in the roster 
of his pet hatreds the demagogues and profiteers of 
‘'plutocratic " democracy came only a short distance be- 
hind. Again we find a psychological contradiction: in 
his view of public morality Pareto was extremely rigor- 
ous— in his ideas on private morality he was playfully 
permissive.® 

A final clue lies in his sense of failure. Despite the 
free trade polemics to which Pareto had devoted his 
best energies in the period of the i88o*s, protectionism 
had triumphed in his native land. And under this re- 
gime not only Italy but other countries that had fol- 
lowed a similar course had survived and even prospered. 
Something, Pareto surmised, must have gone wrong 
with his own reasoning. As an economist he was still 
sure that he was right. Economics— the science, par ex- 
cellence, of the logical—could not err if its logical proc- 
esses had been correctly followed. But it was always 
possible that the calculations of mathematical econom- 
ics had left something out. Evidently this was what had 
happened to Pareto. It was this “something" for which 
he was searching as he embarked on the composition of 
his Trattato.^ 

The non-logical, then, became the subject of Pareto's 
sociological investigation. As he had defined it, it was 
simply a “residual category." ^ It was what was left over 
as incomprehensible after the realm of the logical had 
been delimited and understood. The very word “resi- 
due" with which Pareto classified its manifestations be- 
trayed its character as a mere remainder. This dubious 
pedigree of the non-logical is central to the understand- 
ing of Pareto's speculative sociology. It suggests the 

* Franz Borkenau: Pareto (New York, 1936), pp. 11, 17, 156; 
Mind and Society, Paragraphs 301-4, 2191. 

® Sec his jubilee address of 1917, published in abbreviated 
form in P. M. Arcari: Pareto (Florence, 1948), pp. 43-8; also 
Mind and Society, Paragraph 2079. 

^ Parsons; Structure of Social Action, p. 192. 
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hesitation, indeed bewilderment, with which he ap- 
proached this new material that was so alien to his in- 
tellectual preparation. At an age at which most men 
have permanently cut off their receptivity to new ideas, 
Pareto set out on the most perplexing quest of his 
whole long career. 

He had sensed that there were some basic persist- 
ences in human conduct. But he wa»' at a loss to know 
how to get at them. Things might have been quite dif- 
ferent if he had happily jumped right into the middle 
of the non-logical— if he had started with it, rather than 
coming to it late in time as a puzzling and annoying 
remainder. As it was, he was debarred from following 
either of the two promising avenues of approach that 
opened before his contemporaries. A prisoner of his own 
categories of thought, he was not free to explore the 
lines of investigation that were to prove so illuminating 
to others. 

The first possible path lay through empirical or clini- 
cal psychology. It was by this roule that Freud ha^d 
stumbled upon the knowledge that was to revolutionize 
the twentieth-century^ study of man. But Pareto ex- 
plicitly foreswore any psychological probing; he would 
limit his investigation, he announced, to the manifes- 
tations of ‘'sentiments and instincts.'' He would exam- 
ine non-logical conduct only from the outside, without 
trying to reach any ‘'internal" understanding. More- 
over, even if he had attempted something of the sort, 
it is extremely doubtful how successful he would have 
been. The theory and practice of psychoanalysis were 
unknown to him. Although Freud was only eight years 
his junior, and although a number of passages in the 
Trattato reveal an acute understanding of “Freudian" 
sexual connections, Pareto w'as totally ignorant of the 
work of his great contemporary— in part for the simple 
reason that he could not read German. If Pareto had 
been familiar with the major writings of Freud — nearly 
all of which had been published prior to the Trattato — 
he might have cast his own work in quite a different 
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form. He might have subsumed a number of aspects of 
his first five residues under Residue VI, entitled simply 
“Sex/* which, as the Trattato .was actually composed, 
figured as a loosely attached and not entirely appropri- 
ate appendage to Pareto’s main classifications." 

From a second path, that of “intuition,” Pareto was 
similarly debarred. He could not permit himself to fol- 
low Bergson in accepting intuition as a category of in- 
vestigation: no self-respecting social scientist of the 
period— even among the anti-positivists— was willing to 
go that far. But even the more “scientific” procedure 
v)f Max Weber and his school— the sympathetic effort* 
to grasp tlie immanent logic of the relations among 
noii-logical phenomena — Pareto rejected by dismissing 
these phenomena as essentially arbitrary rationaliza- 
tions or “derivations.” Here also his ignorance of Ger- 
man, and hence of Weber’s sociological work, is obvi- 
ously relevant. But once again, even if he had known 
of Weber, the result would probably not have been 
very different. The whole procedure, derived from the 
German idealist tradition, of internal understanding, or 
VcrsteJien, was incompatible with Pareto’s positivisti- 
cally based categories of thought. For it implied a con- 
cern with values — and these also Pareto had explicitly 
refused to discuss, except for the doubtful and quasi- 
logical category of “social utility.’’^ ® 

One of Paicto’s most probing critics has correctly 
suggested that things would have been clearer if the 
author had subdivided his residues into first, instincts — ‘ 
an at least partially biological category— and second, 
values— or ideal ends,* As it is, the residues suffer from 
inadequate definition. They hover in a limbo from 
which positivist reasoning is powerless to release them. 
Sometimes they appear to be simply biological instincts 
(and Pareto now and then slips into an ambiguous and 

Borkenau: Pareto, pp. 39-40, 166; Bousquet, Pareto, p. 
204; Mind and Society, Paragraphs 875, 1202, 1330-2, 1356. 

8 Mind and Society, Paragraphs 2111-55. 

* Parsons: Structure of Social Action, p. 225. 
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loose usage of this very word®); sometimes they look 
like clarifying abstractions in the realm of values—what 
Weber would have called “ideal types/' 

The result is an impression of a certain arbitrariness. 
Pareto ruthlessly criticized the work of Comte and 
Spencer—but in the end he produced a formal sociol- 
ogy that was not so very different from theirs. Like 
them, he operated by a kind of reduction from the top 
down; he squeezed the life blood out of human be- 
havior until finally little more than a listing ot hollow 
categories was left. And why, we arc tempted to ask, 
are there these particular categories and not others? 
Why are there exactly six residues, defined in capricious 
fashion in accordance with Pareto's rather special tastes 
and vocabulary? Pareto himself has said, and his most 
authoritative commentator has confirmed the assertion, 
that the residues are not intended to be permanent 
groupings; they are only provisionally defined.*^ But 
here Pareto's language again betrays him: his dogmatic 
tone suggests that the residues have a “real” rather thiMi 
a merely abstract existence. And the impression ot ar- 
bitrariness is confirmed by the way in which the sup- 
porting data are related to the generalizations. These 
latter do not appear to grow out of the data, according 
to accepted empirical procedure. Rather the data are 
simply appended to the gencializations as examplea — 
sometimes many, sometimes only one or two — in mech- 
anistic eighteenth century fashion. 

It is not surprising, then, that two social thinkers of 
such diverse intellectual origins as Benedetto Croce 
and Karl Mannheim should have protested against the 
excessively mechanistic character of Pareto’s method.*^ 
Here once again the author of the Trattato defended 

Sec, eg, Mi?id and Soaety. Paragraph 1218. 

® Ibid , Piiagraph 1690, Bonsqiict: Pareto, p, 1^6 

^ Sec Croce’s tui> letters to Pareto, dating troni the \car 1900, 
added to tlic second (igob) and later editions of Matenalismo 
stoTtco, pp 227, 235, 238. 240, Karl Mannhcinr Ideology and 
Utopia (expansion and translation of Ideologte und Utopie 
[Bonn, 1929]) (London and New York, 1936), p. 123. 
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himself by maintaining that the mechanistic language 
was merely an “analogy/' * But the defense is only par- 
tially convincing. Surely the kind of analogies, of meta- 
phors, that a writer chooses, is not a casual nor un- 
important matter. It suggests how his mind works— 
from what realms of thought and activity he has de- 
rived his method of dealing with problems. And Pareto 
the engineer could scarcely help drawing his “latent 
presupposed metaphysic’' (to use Croce’s phrase) from 
the field of mechanics that he knew so well. 

Or, to put it another way, the result of Pareto’s 
purely external consideration of non-logical conduct 
was a kind of sterile behaviorism. Pareto, as we have 
seen, refused to inquire into the content of his residues. 
He established them as the mere “givens” of human be- 
havior, varying “but slightly and but slowly” through 
histor}^ and essentially inexplicable.® Hence it is not 
unfair to conclude that Pareto left his main problem 
unsolved. He failed to explain non-logical conduct— he 
merely tried to delimit it. 

Quite obviously, then, what little he had learned 
about it could be briefly expressed. And indeed what 
we find is that the bulk of the two-thousand-page Trat- 
tato consists of illustrative examples. More specifically, 
we find a complicated methodolog}^ only tenuously con- 
nected with an entertaining catalogue of fails divers. 
It is these latter that give the Trattato its verve and 
perennial appeal. They come from the most varied 
sources— classical literature and the daily newspapers 
are the most frequent — and their relevance is not al 
ways immediately apparent. We suspect that Pareto 
simply smuggled some of them in because he wanted 
to— because they illustrated one of his persistent predi- 
lections or hatreds. Indeed, we find that on the whole 
these examples do not so much explain his residues as 
reveal the folly, ignorance, and error of mankind. They 
constitute an cighteenth-century-t)pe compendium in 

8 Mind and Society, Paragraph 128. 

® Ibid., Paragraph 2410; Borkenau, Pareto, pp. 43, 48. 
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the tradition of Bayle or Voltaire And this impression 
of Pareto as a belated French philosophe is confirmed 
when we learn that Bayle’s Dictionnaire histonque et 
critique was his favorite bedside reading ^ 

Pareto professed to be free of logical prejudices At 
the beginning of the Irattato he proposed to disregard 
the question of the ''experimental truth'' of a dcriva 
tion" and to judge it ‘-olelv on the basis of its social 
usefulness "J he most absuid practice, or bchef he as 
serted, could still have beneficnl ^onsec^iiences “ More 
over, through Hcogni/ine^ the import nice of ritual in 
human soviet v he at h ist glimpsed me lolc of vai le 
elements tint implied the in^^i fiicicncv of his positivist 
categories ** But th ^ w is ouh in his moments of ina\i 
mam iw ueucss I he greater p^rt ot the time he oper 
ated uii i less sophisticated iiitellee»^ual pi me Liciui 
allv in Paretos encounters with the non logical it was 
an it^-itudc of mockery that douiiintcd 

Thus he toiiiid himself in a most pandoxical posi 
ti m \\ hill poUcssing i complete agnosticism on 
htical and religious c^iic stions, he ictinllv voiced the 
stremeest prejudices While 1 iMiig' claim to total scien 
Tihc dctacimicnt, lu \s<i^ in fict Jfeph engaged b\ the 
issues of Ins ^lav 1 fence his work could not propel ly 
tigiirc as sue 111 sckikc Nor was it sufficienth nnagmi 
tne to link is hr t rate '.peculation Ih his stubborn 
adlieitiice to an outmoded philosophical position Pa 
reto had denied himsclt a cl inn to greatness both as a 
scientist and as a spccuhtive thinker 

Something at least of this untortunate situation lie 
seems to hive sensed liimself 1 liroughout the T rattato 
there mns a thread of methodological defeatism In 
one of Ins guises Paicto was the last of tlu svstem 
buildeis, the residuciv legatee of Comte and Spencer 

’ Giuseppe La ftrli Vtlfredo Varcto fdo ofo volUriano (} lor 
eiKe pp 32 ^5 6S--9 "^3 140 Boiisijutt ParUo p ^^5, 

Borkuiiu PvLto p 6q 

Mind and Sock Pai igraphs 
^ Parson St^ctu^e of Social Action pp 209-10 
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In trying to establish what could properly be accom- 
plished by their method— which I have chosen to call 
a method of ''reduction'" — he had indeed proved how 
very little that was. He was a sufficiently penetrating 
critic to point out where Cornte and Spencer had gone 
astray— but he was unable to recognize that it might 
be their whole approach that was radically at fault. 

A transition figure, too old to learn a new method, 
Pareto, like Sorel, could find no way out of his dilBfi- 
culties. He could not understand that one might get 
farther by building up theoiv gradually fiom a base in 
specific, delimited empirical studies, as his contempo- 
raries Durkheim and Weber were douig, lathcr than 
by tiying once for all to establish a structure of general 
sociology'. He could not see that it was through an ex- 
plicit recognition of values — including one’s own— that 
the way to an iiiidcrstaiiding of the non logu al lay, and 
that this very' recognition provided the best assurance 
that one's personal prejudices would not worm their 
way back into the argument in disguised form. In brief, 
he was unable to realize that the “derivations,” far 
from being mere rationalizations, were actually the 
key to tlie whole problem. 

When this has been said, we may well ask: why 
bother with Pareto at all? Wli\. despite all his failings, 
do we still come away from reading liim with a sense 
that he has at least paitially cstabhshed what he un- 
dertook to prove? 

Initially we should lecall the polemical success of 
the Systemes socialistes. It was here, rather than in the 
TrattatOy that Pareto’s superb critical intelligence ap- 
peared to best advantage. For in his book on socialism 
he combined most effectively the analytical tightness 
that characterized his original economic studies with 
the literary verve that his subsequent sociological work 
was to display. The Systemes socialistes had a narrower 
theme than the Trattato and expressed the author's 
personal predilections more explicitly. Perhaps for this 
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very reason it accomplished its purpose better: the the- 
ory grew out of the polemic in a readily observable re- 
lationship to empirical fact. 

This theory constituted the initial statement of Pa- 
reto's doctrine of the dite. And to it he returned in the 
last part of the Trattato, bringing to bear on it his 
complicated paraphernalia of residues and derivations. 
This last section by general consent ranks as the most 
satisfactory part of his sociology, indeed the only part 
that has exerted much permanent influence. The irony 
of the relationship of the elderly Pareto to his earlier 
incarnation was that his sociological theories succeeded 
best where they most resembled his more polemical and 
less systematic efforts — or where they echoed the words 
of Mosca. Pareto’s rcsid\ics took on reality and rele- 
vance only after they had received a specifically politi- 
cal application. 

But this was at the price of a radical simplification. 
In the last part of the Trattato the derivations lead 
only a shadow' existence. And the residues, originalTv 
six in number, are in practice reduced to tw'o.‘‘ As the 
work draws to a close, the wbolc vast scaffolding that 
Pareto has earlier constructed is progressively disman- 
tled down to a theory of the alternation thiough his- 
tory of two contrasting and complementary attitudes 
toward the w'ider aspects of political life. 

The recognition of these attitudes is once again a 
legacy from Machiavelli. "'Lions” and “foxes” — the 
classic contrast suggests that Pareto’s original concept 
may have been an extremely simple "‘intuition.” As has 
happened so often in the history of social thought, the 
theorist spent a decade of his life and two thousand 
pages explaining with pscudo-cmpirical arguments an 
early flash of imaginative insight. Residue 1 — "‘instinct 

* Residues III ("need of expressing sentiments by external 
acts") and VI ("sex") virtually drop out, while Residues IV 
("sociality") and V ("integrity of the individual and his appur- 
tenances") tend to group themselves under Residue II. See 
Borkenau; Pareto, p. 72. 
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for combinations*'~is simply the metaphor of the fox 
spelled out in detail. Or this at least is what wc realize, 
once the original definition of the residue— which is ex- 
cessively abstract and based largely on historical exam- 
ples— is given a contemporary application. Similarly, 
Residue II— “persistence of aggregates''— explains the 
symbol of the lion. It is here that Pareto demonstrates 
his virtuosity in most convincing fashion. I’he first resi- 
due is not difficult to establish: to Italians at least, the 
word combinazioni in itself is sufficient to convey a 
clear and widely ramifying meaning;. “Persistence of ag- 
gregates," however, is a subtler complex, grouping under 
one heading such diveise manifestations as conserva- 
tive ideals, rcvolutionaiy ardor, and religious zeal. Its 
definition as an abiding clement m human society is 
perhaps Pareto's single greatest contribution to con- 
temporary political speculation. 

Nothing, then, would be more inaccurate than to 
conclude as some hasty readers have done, that the 
two key residues stand respectively for conscivatism 
and dissent. Indeed, one of the great viitues of Pareto's 
schema is that it cuts across the conventional left-right 
cleavage. Thus— to take an example close to Pareto's 
own experience — it offers an imaginative explanation 
of the bewildering ideological shifts of a Mussolini. 
Whether a revolutionary Socialist or the darling of the 
Italian piopertied classes, the Diice in one sense always 
remained true to himself: he was never anything but a 
lion. 

To chart the vicissitudes of these two attitudes 
through more than two thousand years of Western 
history was Pareto’s final achievement. The assessment 
of how much of each residue characterized the succes- 
sive dites of history — and how the contradictory atti- 
tude manifested itself either through the progressive 
infusion of new elements into an old ruling class or 
through the violent overthrow of one ^lite by another— 
this estimate of the “social equilibrium" called forth 
Pareto's most pungent and telling commentary. It is 
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unquestionable that his personal sentiments were 
deeply involved in the discussion. For his own time, at 
least, he was convinced that a reaction was in order. 
ITie Western world, he argued, was reaching the end 
of a cycle of “demagogic plutocracy”: the foxes held 
nearly unchecked sway, and unless the ruling classes 
produced their own lions to restore the balance, the 
lions already visible among the lower orders would 
sweep the present dite into the scrap-heap of history.® 

Like Sorel, Pareto saw the contemporary^ need for a 
restoration of heroic values. Yet his attitude was not a 
simple one of political militanc>^. On the contrary, he 
was enough of an Italian skeptic to find a good deal of 
the fox in himself. He had the tolerance tor ambiguity 
of the born historian. A saving ambivalence underlay 
his contradictory prejudices, and he levealcJ the span 
of his sympathies by the way in which he fashioned the 
definition of his two historical persistences. His debt 
to Machiavclh he acknowledged with gratitude — to- 
ward Vico he was moie chiiilish.** Yet it was obviousfy 
from the latter as well as from Machiavelli that he had 
derived his cyclical view of history. More systematically 
than Mosca, Pareto had drawn on one of the oldest tra- 
ditions of Italian thought to bring the revivifying 
breath of skepticism to the musty chambers of social 
theory'. 

And so we are left with the ultimate question: can 
the neo-Machiavcllians in any verifiable sense be held 
responsible, even in part, for the advent of Fascism in 
Italy? Should we count them among the gravediggers 
of early twentieth-century democracy? Such a question 
obviously permits of no complete answer. All we can 
do is to suggest a few critical distinctions that may re- 
duce it to manageable proportions. 

Initially we may repeat the conventional but still 

® Mind and Society, Paragraphs .4025-59, 2178-9, 2340-1, 
2386-7, 2392, 2480, 2553; Arcarir Pareto, p. 271. 

• Mind and Society, Paragraphs 1975, 2166, 2330, 2532. 
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valid observation that the neo-Machiavellian current of 
thought in Italy contributed to that anti-parliamentary 
atmosphere from which Mussolini was eventually to 
profit. Pareto in particular, by his violent attacks on the 
personnel and functioning of parliamentary democracy, 
undoubtedly helped to discredit in the minds of that 
minority of educated Italians who read his work the 
institutions of the pre-Fascist state. And when Musso- 
lini had at length achieved power, Pareto recognized 
the new dispensation as the fulfillment of his earlier 
predictions. He accepted the senatorship that the Duce 
offered him— although he never actually took his seat— 
and during the ten months that elapsed between the 
March on Rome and his own death he ranked as at 
least a qualified supporter of the Fascist regime. 

The fashion, however, in which he qualified his alle- 
giance, was of more than incidental importance. P"or it 
recalled the original ambivalence that Pareto had dis- 
played toward liis Mazzinian inheritance. The anti- 
humanitarian in him applauded Mussolini’s hardness 
and realism. The liberal deplored the Fascist measures 
that curbed the citizen’s freedom of expression. Hence 
it was psychologically appropriate that Pareto’s last 
published statements should have been pleas for the 
preservation of liberty of the press and of teaching." 

Mussolini himself in ’ is cifstomary fashion took 
pleasure in citing Pareto as one of his masters. Here, at 
least, the future Duce’s personal association with the 
author in question was not quite so remote as was usu- 
ally the case with these unsought-for expressions of es- 
teem. In the summer of 1904. when Mussolini was liv- 
ing as a draft-evader in Switzerland, he enrolled for two 
of Paretos courses of lectures at the University of 
Lausanne— yet it is by no means clear that he actually 
attended them. In the same year he praised the Sys- 
temes socialistes for its ''precision,” “clarity,” and 
“frankness,” and subsequently characterized the idea 


^ Ferla: Pareto, pp 160-70; Bousquet: Pareto, pp. 189-94. 
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of the ^lite enunciated in that book as "'probably the 
most extraordinary sociological conception of modern 
times.” Apparently, then, he had read at least this 
much of Pareto's work. But there is no evidence at all 
that he was familiar with the Trattato.*^ 

So far as I know, Mussolini never bestowed a similar 
accolade on the work of either Mosca or Michels. In 
the case of the latter, the oversight was quite natural: 
Michels was younger and less well known in Italy than 
the two rival creators of the theory of elites, and the 
Duce may simply not have heard of him. In point of 
fact, however, Michels adapted himself quite easily to 
the Fascist regime, and his later writings contain refer- 
ences to Mussolini's rule that are unmistakably respect- 
ful in tone.® There is a quaint justice in the fact that it 
was the least original among the trio of neo-Machiavel- 
lians who found Fascism the least troubling. 

In Mosca's case, however, Mussolini was well advised 
to maintain silence. Already in the second edition of 
the Elemcnti, which had gone to press just before the 
March on Rome, Mosca had taken a far more affirma- 
tive position toward parliamentarism and democracy 
than had characterized ttic book in its original form. 
And after Mussolini's accession to power, Mosca joined 
his fellow senator Croce in a dignified stand against the 
growing arbitrariness of the Ducc's authority. Mosca 
was never outstanding for anti fascist militancy ; politi- 
cal militancy as such was abhorrent to him. But he 
ranked among the small band of senators who in the 
late 1920's were almost alone in Italy in openly voicing 
their opposition to Mussolini’s rule.^ 

Gaudens Megaro Mussolini in the Making (London, 193S) 
pp 112-17. 

“ See, for example, the Cotso di sociologia politica (Rome, 
1927), translated and edited by Alfred dc Grazia as First Lectures 
in Political Sociology (Minneapolis, 1949), pp. 

126, 128, 131, 137, 153. 

^ See the introdiictor}' essay by Gaetano Salvemini to A. Wil- 
liam Salomonc' Italian Democracy in the Making (Philadelphia, 
1945). pp- xv-xvL 
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Both Pareto and Mosca distinguished sharply be- 
tween ftie liberal and the democratic traditions. Both 
of them espoused the former and called the latter into 
question. Both held to the nineteenth-century view 
that free institutions were compatible rather with oli- 
garchy than with popular government. But in the ulti- 
mate confrontation with the destroyer of liberalism and 
democracy, they took divergent courses. Pareto, like 
most Italian liberals, acquiesced in the sacrifice of free- 
dom to order. Mosca, like Croce and a handful of 
others, found his way to a grudging acceptance of de- 
mocracy. And, like Croce, he found it through recog- 
nizing that in the twentieth century the fate of popular 
government and the fate of liberalism v/cre inextricably 
entangled, and that the two must stand or fall to- 
gether. 

Why this crucial difference? One explanation would 
be that Mosca lived long enough to experience F'ascism 
in its fully developed form* Pareto died before the new 
regime had had time to display a number of its more 
sinister features. But this explanation is obviously in- 
sufficient. It fails to take account of the reorientation 
in Mosca’s thought that had occurred even before 
Mussolini’s accession to power. What this reorienta- 
tion betokened was, rather, a deep-seated divergence 
between Mosca’s and Pai^toS whole approach. For 
all their apparent similarity, the two men’s minds 
worked quite differently. Pareto souijht for formulas in 
mechanistic fashion. Mosca — despite' his positivist lan- 
guage— let his mind play easily over possibilities and 
hypotheses, Pareto’s intellectual manner was cold and 
scornful— Mosca’s warm and good-humored. Both were 
skeptics. But in Pareto’s case the skepticism reflected 
the bitter disillusionment of political defeat— with 
Mo^^ca it derived from the urbane kiu^wledge of human 
nature congenital to the Italian south. Both were chil- 
dren of the Enlightenment. But in Pareto it was the 
negative, mocking aspect of the eighteenth-century in- 
heritance that dominated -in Mosca it was the willing- 
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ness to subject all human institutions to dispassionate 
scrutiny and to learn from mankind's mistakes' how to 
make future generations a trifle less unhappy than their 
predecessors. Once more we find that it is the style and 
tone of a man's thought, his scarcely articulated pre- 
suppositions and aspirations, to which we must look for 
the clue to his vision and his blindness, his intellectual 
triumph and failure. 


Postscript: Alain and the Restatement of Radicalism 

At first regard, nothing could seem more alien to the 
thought of Pareto and Mosca and Michels than the 
work of the modest hVench lycee professor and essayist 
Emile-Auguste Chartier, usually known b\ liis pen- 
name, Alain. For Alain sounded like a voice from the 
remote past lie was not only old fashioned— he was 
ostentatiously provincial 

Everything is obvious about him, and everything is 
stiange. A philosopher writing dailv ‘‘columns ' in 
a provini^ial newspaper, and by imperceptible steps 
establishing himself as a power in French thought 
and literature, a political theorist w^earing with- 
out shame the outmoded and almost seamy garb 
of the sinail-town radical, and maintaining stub 
bornlv Ins position against the miglitv hosts of 
Maurrasian reaction on the right and Nlarxism on 
the left; a profonndlv ichgious man, a catholic m 
the fullest sense, who also professed to be a free 
thinker and a determined anticlciical— Alain is the 
most improbable of chimeras.- 

As the self-constituted keeper of the conscience of the 
French Radical party, lie was iinavoidablv a doctriiiaiie 
democrat He stood for the rights of the elector, he 
struggled against the power of the bureaucracy, he dis- 
trusted the corruptions of Pans— in short, as a rather 
- Albert C^iicrard '"I he hnigma of Alain/’ Fossils and Pres 
ences (Stanford, Calif, 1957), p 171- 
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naive ‘^incorruptible’' he represented all the things at 
which Pafeto railed and Mosca smiled. Why, then, do 
we consider him along with them — even if only as an 
appendage? 

Actually, Alain was not as unsophisticated as he 
seemed. Ilis political memory was elephantine, and the 
short daily columns in which he voiced his opinions can 
still be read with profit as pungent commentaries on 
the France of the decade immediately preceding the 
First World War and of the half-decade that followed 
it. Ten years younger than Mosca, he had already lived 
through a good deal of history when he first began to 
write his articles, and he had developed a nearly infal- 
lible sense for what was really important in political 
life. "The Dreyfus case had given him the first elements 
of a political education. It was this that had spurred 
him to enter the field of journaiism and to help in or- 
ganizing those 'Topular Universities'' for the enlighten- 
ment of the poor which were the targets of SorcTs par- 
ticular scorn. A decade and a half later the First World 
War completed the lesson. Enlisting as a private soldier 
at an age at which most of his contemporaries were 
safely behind desks, Alam '.aw four years of seivire at 
the front. The experience both hardened him and made 
him more humane. When on his return to civilian life 
he resumed his newspaper ^ 'lunms, it was apparent 
that a passionate revulsion against war had been added 
to his former hatredvS— and with it a new and deeper 
pitv for la condition humainc? 

"rhiis Alain was far from being what he often seemed 
— a stubborn little professor without experience of the 
great world. There was only one side of him that was 
doctrinaire— the side that descended from Rousseau 
and never doubted for a moment the dogma of univer- 
sal suffrage. It is his other side, the incauiaiion in which 
he was as “tough" and realistic as Pareto or Mosca, that 
is of interest to us now. 


* Ibid., p 175. 
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Alain understood to perfection the fashion in which 
French government and politics actually w6'iked. He 
had few illusions about democracy. He was just as con- 
vinced as Mosca or Pareto that it was an elite or oli- 
garchy— he used both terms— that was the real master 
of the state. And he charted with rare precision the 
fashion in which the oligarchs employed the arts of 
"politeness and cordiality"' to disarm their foes. In 
terms strikingly reminiscent of Michels he noted how 
political parties inevitably succumbed to their own or- 
ganizational needs. Even the sacred doctrine of uni- 
ver^ai suflrage he subjected to critical scrutiny: unques- 
tionably "the people"’ could err. "A tyrant can be 
elected bv universal suffrage and be no less a tyrant for 
that,” Indeed, there is something curiously negative 
about Alain’s whole doctrine. "Many people,” he notes, 
"say that the important thing is to advance; I think 
rather that the important thing is not to retreat.” * 1’he 
best that the citizen— or the deputy-can do is to "con- 
trol' the action of the permanent officials. A steady, 
unremitting, indefatigable resistance to injustice and 
oppression— that is the sub^tance of Alain’s political 
credo. 

A Norman and a man of modest origin like Sorcl, 
Alain had something of Sorel’s downriglitness and al- 
most peasant simplicity. But, unlike Sorel, Alain had 
passed through the conventional sclecting-ground of 
the French literary and philosophical elite, the Ecole 
Nonnalc Supcrieurc. He differed from such other nor- 
maliens as Dnrkheiin and Bergson, however, in never 
attaining— or apparently seeking — the highest academic 
honors. He lemaiiied all his life a secondary-school 
teacher— and proud to be one— proud to be in opposi- 
tion to the Sorbonne and to the constituted powers 
of the university, as he was in opposition to all other 
constituted authority. "I'he rebel,” he wrote of himself 
in re\’icwing nearly eighty years of his life, "took on 

* Elements d'une doctrine radicale (Parks, 1925), pp. 111, 
124, 152, 180. 
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only the garment” of respectability. “Even today I 
think with the movement of a horse that resists the 
rein.” ' 

Alain occupied a position somewhere between Sorel's 
uncompromising rejection of bourgeois culture and the 
substantial acceptance of the status quo characteristic 
of his contemporaries, both French and Italian, who 
held major university chairs and enjoyed flattering pub- 
lic honors. Hence he was qualified—as Sorel obviously 
was not — to bring into the demociatic tradition the es- 
sentials of the political doctrine that Pareto and Mosca 
had enunciated from the standpoint of an aristocratic 
conservatism. Alain, like Sorel, had seen a number of 
the same things they had But lie was congenitally op- 
posed both to Sorcl's or Pareto’s attitude of scorn and 
to Mosca’s urbane tolerance of folly. A robustly opti- 
mistic temper kept him alike from skepticism and from 
catastrophic social protest. 

'the neo-lSlachia\elbaus— like MaLhiavdli himself — 
viewed political life fiom llic standpoiut of the tuIcts. 
Alain unqucstioniiigly took his stand with the ruled. 
Here lav the nub of the difference. 


» ''Avantpropos d des moTceaux choisis** (hitherto unpub- 
lished manuscript dating from 1946), La Nonvelle Revue Fran- 
ffoise: Hommage d Alain (Paris *952), p. 305. 
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Max Weber ami the Transcending 
of Positivism and Idealism 


Preamble: Durkheim and the Positivist Remainder 

A gain and again in the course of the present study 
.wc have followed the process of slow levision that 
led one or another thinker away from the assumptions 
of his y:)ntb towaid new definitions of the nature of 
expcnciicc in socict\. W c have seen it quite explicitly 
in the case of Mcinccke — more quietly and by implica- 
tion only in the work of Mosca and Freud. With Kmile 
Durkheim wc come to the single most diamatie in- 
stance of such a change- from being the most positivis- 
tically minded cif the protagonists of this studv, Durk- 
heim gradualK evolved toward a standpoint that was 
idcalisi in all but name. This is the perplexing thing 
about his work: while its ultimate implications are 
‘'spiritual” in the extreme, its explicit methodology 
remains positivist and even mechanistic. Durkheim 
never realized quite how far he had comc: he died be- 
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fore he had had time to make a full and coherent state- 
ment of fiis final position. 

We have met Durkheim already as Bergson's con- 
temporary at the Ecolc Normale Superieure and as the 
author of a tanlalizingly incomplete critique of social- 
ism. By the time he delivered the icctiiies on which 
this posthumous book was based, Durklieini had just 
about won his battle for personal recognition and for 
recognition of sociology as a field of study in the aca- 
demic world. Earlier his course had been a difficult one. 
In contrast to the brilliant Bergson, he had made only 
a mediocre record at Normale, and in the agregation of 
1882 he placed next to the bottom. Tliis undistin- 
guished showing, however, may simply reflect the fact 
that he had been obliged to take his examinations in 
philosopliv — since the foiinal study of sociology did not 
yet exist. And it was as a lycec professor of philosophy 
that he earned liis living during the next five years. 

Durkhcim's reasons for becoming a sociologist im- 
mediately suggest the nature of Ins intellectual assump- 
tions and value-system. In the first place, although he 
respected at least one of his philosophy teachers at 
Normale, he was radically dissatisfied with the mystical 
abstractions, the litciary and dilettante character of the 
philosophy to which he had been exposed as a student. 
In its place, he wanted to establish an intellectual dis- 
cipline that would be more concrete and would refer 
more directly to social reality. And m so doing he was 
not ashamed to call himself tlic licit of Auguste Comte, 
and to subject himself to the influence of Herbert 
Spencer. But he soon balanced this positivist emphasis 
through a systematic survey of the German intellectual 
scene: in the year 1886 he made a journey of explora- 
tion to German), from which resulted two thorough re- 
ports that first established his reputation as a social 
thinker. 

'I’he French state rewarded him by entrusting him 
with a course in social science at the University of Bor- 
deaux— which marked the earliest official recognition in 
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France of the new discipline of sociology. Nine years 
later, in i8g6, the first French chair of socfal science 
was created for him, again at Bordeaux, and in 1902 he 
received the call to Paris, A loyal servant of the French 
state Durkheim remained throughout his life. Indeed, 
the second of his reasons for undertaking the study of 
sociology at all had been “his desire to contribute to 
the moral consolidation of the l iiird Republic.’' Al- 
most alone among tlie major thinkers wc have been 
studying, Durkheim never wavcied in his militant ad- 
vocacy of democratic and humanitarian values: he 
stood for all the things which Paicto scorned and which 
Croce and Mosca regarded with detached skepticism. 
In Durkheim’s mind, science reinforced democracy, 
and democracy science: he was a true child of the En- 
lightenment.* 

These loyalties place Durkheim in a somewhat spe- 
cial position vrVti-vis his contcnijwraries. Bergson and 
Freud, in a very general sense, agiced with him,%nt 
they were more detached from the immediate problems 
of society. It is only in his aiithiopologically oriented 
studies that wc find Freud making specific reference 
to Durklieinfs work." Sorel’s attitude, as wc saw earlier, 
was marked by ironic deicTCiice: Diukhcim, he noted, 
was by far the “cleverest’' sociologist in the French edu- 
cational system, and he cited the latter’s Suicide with 
approval.^ Despite their radicalH contrasting attitudes 
toward their country’s political institutions, the two 
iiieii had certain important things m common: they 
were scicncc-miiided, and they were interested in the 

^ Harry Alpert. Emile Durkheim and Fits Sociology (New 
York, iQ^9), pp. 17-21. 3 ^~ 4 -' I’alcott Parsons: 

The Structure of Social Action, sccoiid edition (Glencoe, Ilk, 
i 949 )» P- 3 ^>i- 

- Totem und Tabu (Leipzig and Vienna, 1913), translated 
from the fifth edition (1934) by James Strachey as Totem and 
Taboo [Standard Edition, XIII, 1-162) (London, 1933), pp. 
113, 116, 1 20, 1 24. 

^ ** Avenir socialiste dcs syndicatn” (1898), Materiaux dune 
theorie du proletariat (Paris, 1919), pp. S3, 124-8. 
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practical aspect of scientific discovery. Indeed, in Durk* 
heim\s la\e work we encounter a theoiy^ of knowledge 
that is almost Sorelian in its specifically practical ori- 
gin.* Within France, Durkhcim enjoyed for the whole 
latter part of his life a steadily growing reputation: to 
a far greater extent than was the case with any German 
or Italian thinker, he was able to lead virtually the 
whole study of social science in his own country into 
the channels that he had marked out for it. 

Yet this very intense concentration on the future of 
French social science tended to separate him from the 
world of German-Italian intellectual exchange. Neither 
Croce nor Weber paid any attention to him. Nor did 
he occupy himself w'ith the problems of understanding 
mankind in the historical worlds which were their main 
concern. For purposes of our picsent study, Durkheim 
is a peripheral figure. 

Among the strong points of Dnrkhcim's approach to 
social study, the first and most obvious was his mili- 
tant refusal of all forms of metaphysical argument. Like 
Croce, he classed himself as an unrepentant rationalist. 
But he differed from Croce in having no Hegelian nor 
nco idealist propensities. Since sociology, he noted, 

had its birth in the great philosophical doctrines, 
it has retained the habit of relying on some philo- 
sophical system with which it has , . . become 
closely bound up. It has thus been successively pos- 
itivistic, evolutionary, idealistic, when it should 
have been content to be simply sociology. . . . 

Sociology docs not need to choose between the 
great hypotheses which divide metaphysicians. It 
needs to affirm free will no more than determin- 
ism. All that it asks is that the principle of causal- 
ity be applied to social phenomena. And even this 

Le$ Formes dlementaires de la vie Teli^ieuse (Paris, 1912), 
translated by Joseph Ward Swain as The Elementary Forms of 
the Religious Life, new edition (Glencoe, 111 ., 1947 )» pp- 18-19. 
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principle is enunciated . . . not as a rational ne- 
cessity but only as an empirical postulate, tfie prod- 
uct of legitimate induction.® 

If we need a brief formula, we may term Durkbeim's 
initial position a nioclcrate and sophisticated positivism. 

Secondly, Durkheim w^as able to maititain, in a fash- 
ion that was unknown in other countries, a characteris- 
tically French alliance between sociology and anthro- 
pology. His students could be found in both fields, and 
his own last major work coidd be considered a contribu- 
tion to both disciplines. And this linkage he made pos 
sible through the markedly empirical c haracter of his 
own labors. As opposed to Comte and Spencer— and 
Pareto after them—witli their ambitions to encompass 
the whole of sociology in one mighty work, i')uikheiin 
concentrated his attcntkm on discrete problems of 
manageable proportions. Of the four main books for 
which he is known, onI\ one is programmatic — She 
Rules of Sociological Method, vvhicli is a slim and mod- 
est affair compared to Pareto's vast elaboration of prin- 
ciples. The other three— on the division of labor, on 
suicide, and on aboriginal religion — arc all empirical 
studies serving as adequate springboards for relatively 
restrained fliglits into theory. 

7’liis empirical focus constitutes a third strong point 
of Dnrklicim’s approach Finally, wc might add his con 
cern for what he called the moral clement in society. It 
is in this guise that Durklieim most obviously ranks as 
an heir of the Enlightenment. From the start— even 
when he was dealing with apparently narrow and tech- 
nical problems such as suicide and the division of la- 
bor— he was in fart concentrating his attention on the 
cential values of life in societv. It was in these early 
works, for example, tliat he first defined the concept of 
dnornic—a state of social disequilibrium in which the 

® Lcs Regies' de la m^hode sociologique (Pam, iSg^), trans- 
lated from the eighth edition by Sarah A. Solovay and John H. 
Miiellcr as Tke Rules of Sociological Method (Chicago, 1938), 
p. 141. 1 have altered the translation somewhat. 
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hierarchy of values disintegrates and '*all regulation is 
lacking/ ® Duikheim’s anomie, like Pareto's elite or 
Weber's charisma, has passed into the standard vocabu- 
lary of contemporary social discussion. As a teun for 
de'ictibing an intangible and essentially spiritual aspect 
of societ), it suggests that even in iiis early work Dark- 
heini was by no means bound to a merely mechanical 
view of the social universe. 

Yet here hes the very problem. Durkheim realized 
fp'm the start that the defining characteristics of so- 
ciety were of a subjective order. The sense of being a 
member of a social unit lie knew to be the decisive con- 
sideration. But he found it almost impossible to find 
suitable term.s m which to express this understanding. 
In liis first book he quite consciously employed a mech- 
anistic vocabulary in an effort to give his woik a scien- 
tific tone: later it became largely a matter of intel- 
lectual habit. Thus in this early work Durkheim most 
inappropriately referred to social factors as 'Things"— 
thereby suggesting that there was something tangible 
and external about them. Concomitantly he experi- 
mented wath such non -mechanical terms as "collective 
consciousness" and "collective representations." None 
of these, how'ever, proved adequate to express his sense 
of the symbolic and moral aspect of social solidarity. 
Like Freud 01 Pareto, he was handicapped to the very 
end of his a vocabulary in which terms borrowed 

from mechanics came most naturally to hand. 

In the academic year 1894-1; Durkheim for the first 
time offered a course on religion. The study of this new 
subject came as a "revelation" to him. "Tlie course of 
1895/' wrote, "marks a line of demarcation in the 
development of niy thought; so much so, that all my 
previous researches had to be taken up again with re- 

Le Suicide: etude de sociologie (Paris, 1897), translated 
from the edition of 1930 by John A. Spaulding and George Simp- 
son as Suicide: A Study in Sociology (Glencoe, 111 ., 1951), pp. 
252-3. 
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newed efforts in order to be placed in harmony with 
these new views/’ * 

As we have already seen with Bergson and Sorel and 
Pareto—and as we shall very shortly observe in the case 
of Weber— a confrontation with religious phenomena 
has repeatedly been an experience of decisive impor- 
tance in the unfolding of twcnticth-ccntury social 
thought* In Durkheim’s case it m;7rked the beginning 
of a slow transition to a new and deeper understanding 
of his subject matter. But this transition was completed 
too late for him to carry out in thoroughgoing fashion 
the revision of his previous researches that he had 
planned. When the work that marked the culmination 
of this late phase — The FAemcntary Forms of the Re- 
ligious Life — was published, the w^ar was only two years 
awa\, and the conflict was to involve Dnrkheim m a 
turmoil of activity and suffering that eventually cost 
him Ills life. 

fn approaching the sphere of religion, Dnrkheim— 
the rabb/s son turned unbeliever— adopted an attitude 
not dissimilar to that of ^^h]lla^l James, wliosc father 
had also been of the clergy. And in this attitude both 
James and Durkhcim wore innovators, lentil the very 
end of the nineteenth centurv the scholarly discussion 
of religion had conventionallv reflected the personal 
belief or disbelief of the individual scholars: those who 
W'ere religious themselves had written of the phenom- 
enon with affectionate respect; the freethinkers had 
used icligious history and ethnologv as “a weapon 
against religion.” Duikheim proposed to do neither. 
Unlike Pareto, he kept his own disbelief strictly out of 
the discussion by adopting a stand that made the whole 
question irrelevant. It w^as not important, he argued, to 
inquire whether one or another doctiine w^as “true” or 
“false.” Depending on how one chose to consider it, all 
religion w'as both true and false. Its specific “beliefs and 
practices” were “undoubtedly . . . disconcerting.” But 
even “the most barbarous and the most fantastic rites 
^ Alpcrt; DurkheijJi, p. 67, 
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and the strangest myths” corresponded to some deeper 
“social • . . need.” 

In rcalit\, then, theie are no religions which arc 
false. All aic true in their own fashion. . . . The 
reasons with which the failhhil juslifv them may 
be, and gcncrailv arc, erroneous, but the true rea- 
sons do not cea^vc to exist, and it is tin* duty of 
science to discovcT them.*' 

These “true” reasons Dnrkheim cventiiallv located, 
not where both bcjicvcis and unbelievers had earlier as- 
sumed them to be— in the dogmas of organized religion 
—blit in religions practice, in what the l''ien(li '^all the 
cuH. It was in the practice f>f ichgion, as Janies had dls 
co\erc'd, that ihe scientific icaiity of religious experience 
lav. And this rcahtv \cas a i>ocial reality, d'hc practice of 
religion produc ed a sense of solidarity, of pcisona) rc- 
infoireincnt through the group— in shoit, a sense of 
society itself. Thus nnikheim was led to define society 
as religious in origin. Religion created society: tliat was 
its tine function hoin the standpoint of positive sci- 
ence.^ 

B\ the same token, Dnrkheim was led in effect to the 
assertion that society existed “only in the minds of in- 
dividuals. ... In escaping from the toils of positiv- 
ism'’ he “overshot the mark’ aiid went “clean over to 
idealism.” If religion in the end proved to be a social 
phenc^nienon, so also society turned out to be a reli- 
gious phenomenon.’ An ironical conclusion for one who 
had first tried to define socict) in terms of “things.” 

The outbreak of the war swept Dnrkheim into a fever 
of public activity. As a Jew and an Alsatian, be was a 
more than normally patriotic Frenchman. And he felt 
no incompatibility between his role as a man ot science 
and what he conceived to be his duties as the citizen of 

« Elementary FormSy pp. 2-3. 

® Ibid., pp. 416-19. 

^ Parsons: Structure of Social Action^ pp. 427, 442, 445. 
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a nation at war: his wartime writings largely consist of 
propagandist tracts directed against a GennaiiV defined 
as both an iiilellcctual and a national enemy. In addi- 
tion Dnrkhciin was indefatigable in the work of the 
iiiinicrons academic committees that strove to reinforce 
the Ficnch w'ar effort. 

Giadiiallv all this activity sapped his strength. And 
the iicw's of the death of his son — who had at the same 
lime been one of his most promising students— in- 
flicted a blow from which he never recovered. In the 
autiimn of 1937 Duikhcini died, still under sixts, and 
with his new' view of the social universe still onl} m out- 
line fonn.- 

Ile left behind him a pcisonal example and a scries 
of methodological precepts that have proved to be 
fundamental to the development of contemporary so- 
cial sriencc. But in a more philosophical sense, his 
teaching gave no clear lead. 1 o the very end, a ccaitral 
contradiction remained. On the one hand, there was 
the positivist \ocr:bularv, the striving for a svstem^ of 
'‘imperative rules” 111 winch critu'S have seen the last 
traces of the Comtiaii metaphvsic.*^ And watli it there 
went a hankering after simple and unilateral explana- 
tions. At the same tune, there was the swcepingly spirit- 
ual definition of social reality, whose implications were 
obviously idealist, permissive, and pluralistic. These two 
aspects of tiis doctrine Durkheim never brought into 
any conclusive syntliC'»is. 

l^iialK, we should note the unliistoncal character of 
Durklicnn’s lliouglit. Ilis forinulations were more static 
than dvnamic, they W'crc cast in terms of structure 
rather than of process, lie liad succeeded in mair\mg 
sociology to anthiopology under qiiasi-positivist aus- 
pices. In similar fashion the German nco idealists w’cre 
virtnalh fusing the world of social science and the 
w'oild of historical experience, 'fhesc two systems of ai- 

- Alj>c*it Durkfietm, pp. 72-7. 

Roger Lacoinbe. La Wethodc i'ociologique de Durkheim: 
etude critique (Pans, 1926), pp. 1 6.^-6, 
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lianccs had not yet met. And their meeting was to be 
Max W^eber's great achievement. To combine the Ger- 
manic sense for history and philosophy with the Anglo- 
French and positivist notion of scientific rigor was the 
task that Weber set himself— a task that he, more than 
any other of his contcinporanes, was qualified by tern 
perament and training to confront. 


I. Intellectual Origins and Early Production 

Durkheini and Weber arc conventionally held in hoi'or 
as the two most inipoitant founders of the discipline of 
sociology as wc know it today. And it has on occasion 
proved possible to find in their leading concepts a wide 
area of agreement, 't his reconciliation, howcvei, has 
been a kind of tonr dc force — a dramatic illustration of 
tlic extent to whicli early twentieth century social 
tluAight w^as heading in a single direction, despite the 
most cxtiaordinaiy personal and intellectual diver- 
gences among its creators.'* From the move gcncial 
standpoint of intellectual histone the dissimilantics bc- 
tw'cen the tw^o have icmained unresolved 

To recall that Durkheim wms !'’rench and Weber 
Ciernian, that the former was Jew'ish and the latter the 
offspring of the Prussian upper middle ^ lass -and that 
both w'crc more than usually patriotic— is onK to be- 
gin to sketch tlicir differences. Obvious!) it is relevant 
to add tliat while one came out of the positivist tradi- 
tion, the other w'as by oiigin a German idealist. And 
this idealist pcdigice suggests the wdiole intellectual 
atmosphere thar has differentiated French sociology 
from German — Dnrkheim’s tradition from \Vebci's. 
In France, as wc have repeatedly observed, the domi- 
nant temper w^as rationalist, scicnce-minded, anti-cleri- 
cal— in short, inspired by a sober confidence in modern 
society and the works of man. In Germany there had 
lingered on from the early nineteenth century a non- 
^ Parsons: Structure of Social Action, pp. 15-14. 
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dogmatic religiosity^ an emphasis on the spnitual and 
a distrust of the material world German social thinkers 
charactcnshcalh came from conservative, religiously 
oriented families elergvmen’s sons were not infre- 
quent In this tradihon it seemed natunl to set emo 
tion against reason, coinniiinitv sentiment against tech- 
nological change and to protest, either clircctlv or by 
implication, agiiiist capitalism and the ration ilized so 
cietv 

lo put the difference in person il tcims, Durkheim 
doc ^ not slnkc one is i pirlicniailv tioublcd individ 
ual Indeed Ins chief inrcllcctnil wcikucss was a tend- 
cnc\ to donujtistn W^cber for ill the intemperance 
of his polemic il sUk w is h< sitant sc If divided and 
enormoush tiouhlcd I or th d \er\ re isou he is the key 
figme of oiir luck He ‘tand> it more dccisuc ipctling 
points thin inv otlicr thinker I C' lie^in to h t these 
confiontations is tc suggest his range ind the ambigii 
ons n iturc of Ins aclncscincnt idc dism inci scientific 
method, ccouoiiu* nid leU u m M hmmii ind n ition 
ihsm, pohtieil ( oijimitmcnt n d an ms stcnce on ob 
jCttivits ' in sociil siiciKi He w 1 Ixith i dcinociit in 
Ins pc^soi il cOiUK lions ml i ccmtnbiilor In th it i ich 
cd (nti(|uc of dcinocnev v\ln<li Fire to i id M isc i hid 
Imiirlifd fie \v i skeptic il iboiit tile nbiht\ of the 
1 nli^htcnment undci Iwviitu 111 ccntm (cmdltlo^l^ set 
his Iciiq^nimcntal icntion to events w is more often 
thin net of m enlightened elianctir I \cn m his 
contributions to ih^^ tcnmnologv of sociil Ins 

c onti ichctions md imbiv ilenccs ue uniroicd 

As we assoent'c Durkheim with t^hi concept of ano 
in c so we tUiuk of Weber m coiniection with the 
linked notion of burcaiicncv and chc/ns na 1 licse con 
cepis ^^ontradict aiic) bdlinee each othei and Weber’s 

Ri iiiond \r()n la Su^ioiul,j( alluuaudc contuuporaim 
(fins 1 tiiTislittl from tlic second i.dihon by 

Man and 1 horn is Rottoniuie is Otmian Socio/og) (Glencoe, 

111 , 1957 ), pp j 14 It; 
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attitude toward them is in turn one of attraction and 
repulsidfi. On the one hand he was convinced that the 
deepest tendency of the contemporary Western world 
was toward a bureaucratization of all phases of public 
activity* this was the tangible manifestation of that 
more general process of rationalization which had dis- 
tinguished the West from all other known civili- 
zations. As a rationalist himself, as an heir to “the 
Protestant clhic,” W^cber with one part of himself ap- 
plauded this tendenev. At the same time he fully ap- 
preciated the dangcis that bureaucracy presented for 
personal and intellectual freedom— wine h was ariothci 
of his decj)]y clicnshcd values. 

In this situation, he surmised, “charismatic’’ leader- 
ship might offer a wav out. W'ith one side of 1ns na- 
tuie, Weber alvays responded to the notion of a 
“chief”; he himself, had h(' chosen to cxcit liis talents 
in this direction, could have l>ccn an incornparable 
Icacicr of men. Rid hcie also tlic danger t(» libcitv was 
acute. Ill his veiy definition ot his new lenn, Weber 
suggested all (hat w^as primitive and threatening about 
it* 


“Charisma” shall be understood to >^cfer to an 
extraordinary cjuality of a person, icgncilcss of 
whether this quality is actual alleged, (;r pre umed. 
“Charismatic aidliouty/’ hence, sliall rcfei In a 
rule over men . . to which the goseincd Miomit 

because of ilieir belief in the *'xtraoichaary cjuality 
of the specific pcisov, 'I he magical sorcciei, the 
prophet, the Icach-r of hunting and booty expedi- 
tions, the wariiOT ciiRflain, the . . “Caesarist” 
ruler . . . arc such tvpcs . . . The legitimacy 
of cliaiisinatie rule tliiis rc.sb upon tlie belief in 
magical powers, revelations and hero woiship. . . . 
Charismatic rule is not managed according to gen- 
eral norms, either traditional or rational, . * . and 
in this sense ... is “irrational.” It is “revolu- 
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tionary'' in the sense of not being bound to the 

existing order * * 

Partly because he possessed so much charisma him- 
self— because he himself was so profoundly shaken bv 
the “demonic’'— Weber distrusted it and held it at 
arm's length In the same fashion he was aware of the 
lurking danger w'lthin his own thinking he saw how 
dissohing and destructive were its uiiplicatioiis, and 
he refused the role of an intellectual guide In Weber's 
thought, the whole vast anibiguitv of our centuu was 
held for one brief moment in a dcspc» itc s)iithcsis As 
his widow put it, he took it upon liiin^clf 'to bear’ 
witliout flinching the antmoivics of txistcuc c ' — to live 
with'>ut illusions and at the siiiie tune in ai^c'^rdanec 
with Ins person il ideals \\ hv,n he was ouec a^ked what 
his Icarmiig meant to liiiu he in^wcied quite suiiph 
' I want to see how much I cm » nJiiTC ’ ^ 

Tn facing lutclkctui! problems Whbti coj(n«d 
the eUibions \ ]\ ml igc of hiving the Mintr lelicticm^ of 
his world biuH nglit mt«) his f lunlv mhcntjuee and 
personihtv Ifis iiK'thei <- tiinilv were lUiinrlinc! lib 
erals, to y horn inlclleetu.il md ‘-pnitual couv^cni^ v'crc 
set one! na^^uic IIu father came of a line o{ ii>cr<. h iiit 
pitnrims oideilv dis ipliu'd, hudwc^^king men on 
wliose image Weber w«s to di iw wlien 1 )l begin to 
iinh/< th( spirit of capitUiSin' I lie cMci Weber 
li ul beecune a lawvc’ cfiiiiiig Mi\s bo\h )Ocl he sit in 
tlie Reiclnrig i i National I ibci il deputv -one C3f 

)sc realists ' who had tolloweel when Rismarek 
c died the turn Rctwe'en faMier and mother, thc^c was 

‘ Die \^^iThchLift L*hik illrehnwiicn rmlciiuri^ 

(if)i'") ^^isdinrnclte \uf^a*zf zur Religions ozwlo^tc I f J ii 
I n pp 2-^^ 71; transhted In II II Gfrtli met 

C \\ nglil Mills IS Ihc Soual }*s\cholog\ of the World Re 
ligion From M n Wchcr Lssays m Sociology (New '\oik 
PP >S-h 

^ M irunne Wkh<r Max Weber Fin Lehcnshild new edition 
(Heidelberg, 19^0) p 731 



8. Max Weber 


2<)1 

an ever widening spiritual gulf she was religious, high 
minded^ de\oted to the poor, generous in projects of 
social welfare, he shre^^d good humoredH authori 
tanan, conventional and snperfici d in his interests, and 
self indulgent in hi‘^ personal habits 1 he son was to 
suffer grcatl} from this tcnipciamental nnsiindcr^tand 
ing PS its full impoif gruliially dav^ned upon him 
lie himself rvcntuallv sided with his motlicT^ But 
throughout Ins l^fc, traces of ]^a*ernal inPnencc ic 
inaincd Although he grew to be iJunnCvl of his stu 
dt nt beer drinking and dueling c\(n is i miHre 

man he would chalh ngc Ins intigoni^ts i > a dud when 
he thought that honor ^ nivt Ivud uul h^ took i 
stricth (onventionat j^nch n his raiik is i Pri‘,«-iin 
^cscr\c ofheer Hu fithci^ polihf'' Ik Kver id pled 
he started to the ndit c f him i still nriic oust t\ line 
and nitionihst ind ended fai to the left is i ni ) t ''c 
fcntnc sod of den o^i it ihit he betnsed vslnt Jk rn\L 1 
Ins filhci In the iinpc loiu d briP i1 qiulih of 

In pohlK il llttennfr^ lud In the mik ( unpionnsin^ 
i ishioii in whidi he insisted on GcniMin s nitionil 
gre it ness rT^Iit d n\n to the do of li s dt ith 

Siniiiirls on the esc of hn ekath he w is t?’! iK)t 
snic whit w IS the tint pnr])os< of hn life \s i \oung 
nnn In \\ is ittiuted to pol Iks in tlie ^arlv ]i i t of 
Ins t.holii]\ c neer he nmnliiKd llns mtciest s iii 
1 or ition pirillel to his piohssionil koois it \v is oiJv 
when Ik h k1 become ciippled b> psxclne illn s tint lu 
diindoned die thought of puhlie life and Jt voter! Ins 
f ih energies to '.cholai hip With tlie tr ho user, 
Weber— like so mine others—w is eh iwn into leMvr 
peddle i! put sanshi]> iiul for i bucf ]:)i ri(;d in 1019 it 
looked ihongh he would pli\ a Ic iding ole 111 the 
nens C:rriinin rcjniblu I Ins expectation ciinc to noth 
in— hut the va^ue hope lingered on Weber never 
thought of himself as a ‘true scholar' in the iniul 
sense It vsas perhaps for this reason that he insisted 


» Ibid , pp 192 "*23 
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so strongly on a radical separation between the vocation 
of science and the vocation of politics he feaflred the 
dual allegiance in his own soul.® 

Today we think of Weber primarily as a sociologist 
But this was only the last of a succession of disciplines 
with which he was professionally associated He began 
his scholarly life as a student of the law, and it was in 
this field that he received his first teaching appointment 
in 1892, when he was |iist turning twenty eight His 
legal researches, howevei, were already directed toward 
economic and social histor\, and when he was called to 
a university c^hair, at Freiburg in 1S94, 
fessor of economics And it was in the same field that 
he received the invitation to Hcidelbcig three \cars 
later It was onl> at the end of his life, when he taught 
as a visiting professor m Vienna and subsequently ac- 
cepted a chair at the Unncrsity of Munich, that he be 
gan to lecture specifically on soc iolog\ 

Similarly, in terms of an intellectual progression, we 
may trace Weber’s course from law through econonne 
history to the general methodology of the social sci 
ences, and then, after a senes of preparatory labors in 
the sociology of religion, to s\stcmatic sociology itself 
From one standpoint, wc might adduce this senes of 
shifts as further c\idence of Weber’s intclleetual con- 
tradictions At the same time— and more profoundh — 
it suggests his heroic cflort> to bring his diverse inter 
ests into some sort of synthesis Foi when we look at 
them moie closelv, wc discoyci that all these concerns 
arc dominated by one overriding problem — the problem 
of rationahU m Western society ^ 

S<.( tliL paidllcl lectures delmnd before student audiences 
in ^Kinicb in 191 S i^^cmchaft als Bernf ’ Gesammdte \ut 
satze zuT is^ensthaftdehre second edition ctnbiii^tn 1^51) 
pp 56C}-9“ ( Scieiiec as a Voeition f rom Max Weber, pp 
129-56) and Pohtik ah Benif Cwcsammeltt Pohhsche Schnftcn 
(Munich ic;2i) pp 396-450 ( Politics as a \oeation ' From 
Max Webej pp 77-128) 

^ Introduction b\ 1 alcott Parson^ to Weber s The 7 /icon 
of Social and I conomte Orf;anization (translation of Part 1 of 
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In his efforts to reach a synthesis, Weber held on to 
a. number of tlie characteristic presuppositions of the 
intellectual tradition that had produced him Although 
he s\as eventually to subject his masters to the most 
searching sort of criticism, he retained throughout his 
life the traces of their beneficent influence The weak- 
nesses of the German social science tradition are alreach 
familiar to us — its penchant tow aid metaphysical spec 
Illation and its infatuation with ‘ tlic spirit ” Wr might 
add the German pract^ice of teaching economics in 
tenns of histoi\ alone and of disparaging the claims of 
thcon — an attitude tliat infuiiakd Pareto, liimscK a 
convcit, like ^\kbcr, trc>ni economics to sociologv, but 
fioni i \erv different economic school Pareto, as a 
ngoiouslv classical and inatlicmatK il theorist, was out 
raged hv what he regarded as the sOpshod quality of 
(kniKhi economic Mnnking 

Vet whcii all tins has been srd the cnoimous merit 
i't (;reitnaii social tliought was that it dwelt zn the his 
foricctl -ivorlcl llislors was one subject that Weber 
lies Cl specific ilh Mudicd 01 taught But his whole in 
tcllectual life was suffused with historical thinking 
Law, like economics, was taught m Gcrman\ as a his 
torical discipline Sov.iolog\ was being cast in a similar 
mo\l And philosophs, as we ha^e seen, had posed as 
one of its central problems the elaboration of the carc- 
gorics of historical thought It was from the philos- 
opher Rickcrt, who v\as his colic igiic and friend at the 
University of Freiburg that Weber first learned to 
formulate the question (tf value judgments in the meth- 
odology of social science 

Moic directly, the professois wdiom Weber had le 
speeted in his iinivcrsitv days had been the economic 
historians Wilhelm Roscher—Ranke s former pupil— 
at Berlin, and Karl Knies, whom he was eventually to 
succeed at Heidelberg. From them he learned a brand 

W^rtschaft uiid Gaelhcnaft, publiihcd originally as Volume ^ of 
the collaborative Grundnss fur Sozialolonomik ['lubmgcn, 
1921]),? 12 
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of economics that embraced virtually the whole field of 
social science and that was energetically comnutted to 
ethical judgments and practical applications For in 
Germany the study of economics was intimately m- 
voKecl in social reform, and the professors who were 
facctions]\ called '‘socialists of the academic chair'’ de- 
voted Ihcir talents to the problems of the relations 
bctv^ccn capital and labor in their n^'^wly indiistnah/cd 
nation In 187 ^ they had founded the Verein fur SoziaU 
pohtik, of which Weber became an active and enter- 
pnsmg member Thus it the \cry start of his academic 
career he was prepared fo’- the inevitable confrontation 
with Mar\ to achiLVC b\ more consc'rvatnc meins the 
social justice at winch the Marxists aimed had b'^LOnic 
the major pmposc of the Vtrein In its \ei\ cffoit to 
conntcrbalaiK c the influence of Marx, it bctra\cd how 
iiiiich it owed him 

\s a self f onscK»iis vonngcr i^enerition of economic 
histoiians, Weber and lus friends tnecl to fur tbcni- 
s(l\cs fnim those jiarts of tluir intellectual preparation 
tint tins felt to Ic old f islnoncd and confining In 
paiticulir, tlicv wanted to formalitc in more specific 
terms tiiip tlicir eldcis hid pioposccl the pcr\adiiig 
‘spn,t of economic mstitutions Flic ^oung Weiner 
Srnubail s ap[>T(Mvli w is boldlv impu ssiomstic W^cber 
was more ciicfnl and inoic concerned with conceptual 
ricor Almost alone of llie C^^ciman histone il sehool, he 
was Rich to giant a limited vihditv to the theoretical 
sclicma of t hssic il economics 

\ct W'cbcrs calls wiitmgs showed few signs of ex 
(cptionil mtifintinl mckpcnclcnce I hev were cle 
tailed Icniiud, imnicnselv competent— quite convcii 
tional in thcii c haiaetcristjcalK German combination 
of hntoncal erudition nationahsm, and concern for 
the welfare of the laboring classes Alrcidv, how^cver, 
these \outhful studies were beginning to point toward 
the interests tbit occupied tbcir author’s mature \cars. 
This W'as paitieiilarh the ease with the survey of the 
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situation of agrarian labor in eastern Germany which 
Wcbci* undertook on behalf of the Verein fur SoziciU 
politik in 1891. Here foi the first time he found him- 
self face to face with a major conflict between national 
values and c-corioinic latioiialitv. kor he soon discovered 
that the central point in question — the replacement of 
German workers bv Poles in the great estates cast of the 
r.lbe — could not be approached m purelv economic 
terms. From the economic standpoint, the issue was 
simple; Polish labor was chca])cr than German. Rut 
from the standpoint of national interest, this was jiirov- 
iiig to be a dangerous solution, since it increasingly 
exposed Ocrniany’s vital eastern frontier to Slavic pene- 
tration. And Weber finally felt that he had understood 
the crux of his pioblem when he came to the realization 
that it was the same East Elbian aiist<;crats w'ho in 
their political and military capacity were irrcproachalily 
loyal to national values, who in their economic role 
W'crc pursuing a thoroughly anti-national course. 

\ he ambiguities of value judgments— the conflicts of 
allegiances and of jflanes of understanding— all these 
riddles that were to torment Weber’s maturity were im- 
plicit in this fust inajoi study. More immcdiatch, it 
produced 111 his mind a vast disillusionment with liis 
coiintrv’s governing classes. Now' that he had nneier- 
stood that they vs ere incapable of Iwing up to their 
national piofcssions, he was ready to look for a new 
and more broadly based elite— hence lus interest in 
Naumaim’s Chiistian-sociai aims. Rut Webei’s icasons 
for passing over into the opposition vvcic quite differ- 
ent from those that usually inspired such apostasies, his 
ongmalitv consisted in “directing against the W’llhclin- 
iniciii monarchy not the customary attacks based on 
principle, but rather those very argiuncnts of wmeh it 
— [the monarclu]— made itself the ghardiaii and propo- 
nent: the interest and power of the state, and the vigor 
and authority of its pcditical direction. ’ I’o Weber, the 
more usual arguments about “state foiins”— nionarch\, 
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democracy, and the like— seemed merely secondary is- 
sues of "'techniques’' and "mechanisms.” ^ It ^as the 
strength of the nation alone that really counted. 

Thus his early professional studies had already 
shaken Weber out of his original political allegiance. 
They had only begun, however, to disrupt the categories 
of his abstract thought. This latter reorientation was to 
be the indirect j:)roduct of an unexpected disaster that 
very nearly ended his intellectual lift altogether. 


II. The Methodological Phase 

In cailv iSq 8, when Weber had been only a year in 
Heidelberg, "an evil something out of the subterranean 
unconscious . . . grasped him by its claws” and de- 
prived him of all power to teach or study.® For the next 
four years he w'as sunk in a depression of extiaoidmary 
seventy. He felt unable to read, to interest himself in 
living— he barely exi.Ntcd. It was only during the winter 
of 1901-2, which lie and Ins wife passed in Rome, that 
he gradual!} began to recover his intellectual powers. 

’lo search out the o'lgins of Weber’s ailment is a 
ta.sk for the psychiatrist rather than the historian. Even 
the ps\chiatric amateur, however, ina\ speculate on the 
elements in Weber’s earlier life that contributed to it. 
Most obviously there was the enormous burden of work 
in\olved in the shift-over from law' to economies and 
in the (Oin])ination of academic pursuits with semi- 
public activity. There was also the spiritual cleavage 
between his mother and father* it is signiheant that 
Weber’s collapse followed shortly upon a violent scene 
with his father, in which the sons pent-up animosity 
had for the first time burst forth— and w'hich was in 
turn succeeded by the father’s death a few' weeks later. 
So far as we can tell, the vulnerable point in Weber’s 

2 Carlo Antoni: Dallo stonctsmo alia sociologia (Florence, 
1940), p. 135, 

® Marianne Weber: Max Weber, p. 269. 
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psychology was his doubt of his own ability to play the 
role of*husband and father. Concomitantly, he had a 
strong attachment to his mother, whose pride in and 
ambition for Max, her first-born, revealed the familiar 
search for compensation of a strong-willed woman dis- 
appointed in her own marriage. 

Weber's wife, Marianne, resembled her mother-in- 
law in the loftiness of her ethical goals and the strength 
of her w'ill. Reading between the lines of the former's 
vastly informative and sensitive biography of her hus- 
band, we may surmise that the two women early struck 
up a tacit alliance directed toward the goal of making 
a great man out of the individual whom they cherished 
in common. Before his marriage Weber had had a five- 
year relationship with a distant female cousin, a gentle, 
vaguely ailing neurotic: this sad, unexpressed, unful- 
filled love left him with a deep sense of remorse and 
the '^enigmatic feeling that he did not have it in him 
. . . to make a woman happy." He entered marriage 
**encTusted" w'lth ‘'guilt feeling, renunciation, and re- 
pressions of all kinds"; the marriage remained childless; 
yet between husband and wife there seems to have been 
established the sort of spiritual communion that had 
been so notably lacking in the case of Weber's parents.* 

In brief, “one may certainly infer an inordinately 
strong Oedipus situation." ^ "I’herc is a grim appro- 
priateness in the fact that the only rival of Freud for 
the title of the leading social thinker of our century 
should have been a classic example of the latter's most 
famous theory— that he should have lain crippled by 
mental suffering at the very moment when The Inter- 
pretation of Dreams was appearing in print— and that 
he should have undergone the ministrations of a series 
of psychiatrists, none of whom helped him at all, while 
remaining in total ignorance of the‘ work of the one 
physician who might have cured him. 

Weber did not come into contact with Freud's theo- 

* Ibid., pp. 186, 208. 

® Introduction by Gcrth and Mills to From Max Weber, p. 29. 
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lies until about 1907, when a self-styled disciple of the 
Viennese physician appeared in Heidelberg and*— so far 
as we can tell from Frau Weber's account— began to 
preach the doctrine of free love. Thus it was in this 
highly partial and sensationalized form that Weber first 
encountered the teachings of psychoanalysis. His first 
reaction was repugnance: he and his wife held to a con- 
cept of^the relationship between the sexes that was 
''pure” in the extreme. But as he came to devote closer 
attention to the problems of personal morality in mod- 
em society, Weber reached a more tolerant conclusion. 
Even a breach of the principle of monogamous mar- 
riage rniglit be understandable, he reasoned, if the new 
tie were based on “responsibility.'* In this formula, we 
encounter one of Weber's most characteristic wa\'S of 
thinking. And we find another of them in his eventual 
veidict on Freud’s work: it was unquestionably of sci- 
entific importance, but from it, no more than from any 
other scientific doctrine, could one derive a Weltan- 
schauung— ds Freud himself w'as to try to do 111 the 
speculative writings of his later years. 

Weber’s widow tells us that hei husband “plunged 
into FTcud’s teachings.” ** Presumably this means that 
he read widely in the latter’s works. But we know very 
little of the result. Weber did not comment on nor 
analyze the theory of psychoanalysis in his own socio- 
logical writings. Nor did he and Freud ever meet in 
person. In all the essentials the two followed sepaiate 
paths; the intellectual confrontation that held the 
greatest possibilities for our era never occurred. We are 
left with the paradoxical suspicion that the most prob- 
ing social theory of our time was the indirect sequel of 
an unresolved neurosis of a classic Freudian type. 

To the extent that Weber ever was cured, he cured 
himself without medical help. In early 1902, for the first 
time in nearly four years, he found himself able to read 
a book— a book of art history. This choice reflected the 


« Marianne Weber: Max Weber, pp. 413-21, 419-31. 
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basic necessity of his intellectual restoration. It was the 
nienta? oveiload, the pressure of professional labor, he 
felt, that had undone him, and during the first part 
of his recovery, he refused to read any books in liis own 
field. It was only graduallv that he worked his way back 
to them. And e\cn then he felt permanently unable to 
carry out any intellectual assignment to which a dead- 
line was attached. Hence, on his return to Heidelberg 
in 1902, after a few unsuccessful efforts to resume teach- 
ing, he gave up the attempt entirely, for the next fif- 
teen years he was simplv an honorau professor with- 
out teaching rcsponsibihtv. 

During the decade from 1903 to the outbreak of the 
war— the most productive pciiod of his life— Weber 
lived on the careful regime of a scini-mvalid. He al 
ways feared a recurrence of his malady, and on at least 
two occasions he w'ent into a rnodc'ratclv severe relapse. 
But in general he found that frccjucnt trips — prefeiably 
again into the Italian sun — restored him sufficiently to 
permit him to resume Ins work. At home m Heidelberg 
he followed a strict schedule, a working day limited to 
six hours, a carefully regulated amount ot contact with 
his fiicnds and a miinmum of general social life, no 
public speaking— above all, no evening activity that 
might disturb his precarious sheep'' He suffered and 
grumbled mightily over In. iinellcctKal piocluciion; it 
seemed to piogrcss wath appalling slowness; but as the 
years passed it began to mount to a ino.%t impicssive 
total. 

In all this 1 think wc may properly discern the ego- 
centric, infimtch painstaking labor of tiie neurotic of 
genius— we are reminded of Proust— to provide the ex- 
ternal circumstances that will alone make his woik of 
creation possible. Like Proust, \\ clicr wjs setting up 
artificial walls, apparently senseless buricrs and taboos 
against the intrusion of the irrelevant. Unconsciously 
exploiting his illness for liis own intellectual purposes, 


Ibid., pp. 287-94, 298-300, 514-16. 
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he used it ruthlessly to strip down to the essentials all 
the meaningless paraphernalia of existence. • 

Similarly, at the level of the intellectual life itself, 
Weber was able to make a virtue out of his misfortune 
—to find the spur to creativity in his neurosis itself. His 
four years of intellectual paralysis were only apparently 
wasted. Actually Weber seems to have been thinking — 
and thinking hard— a good deal of the time. Indeed, 
one subsidiary reason why he may have felt unable to 
read and write was that he was digging into a new sort 
of problem for which the conventional methods of his 
youth were proving quite inadequate. Obviously, We- 
ber's four-year absence from scholarly labor provided 
the intellectual advantage of a clean break (and we may 
note that the years he lost were the very years of the 
great critique of Marxism in the Western European 
world: Weber thus missed the mam phase of criticism 
—but only to resume the work of Pareto and Croce and 
Sorcl a few years later and in a still more rigorous 
form). Above and beyond that, Weber’s impntienc^ 
with the literature of his own discipline turned him to 
broader concerns. From now on, he was to be satisfied 
only with what was most troubling and difficult in the 
profession of social science— the philosophy and meth- 
odology of that science itself: the net result of Weber's 
psychic collapse was that he decided to worry in a 
systematic fashion about the really worrying issues of 
social theory. 

This new phase started in 1003, when Weber was 
just under forty, with the desperately slow composition 
of a long and inordinately difficult critique of the w'ork 
of his economic masters Roscher and Knies,® It proved 

® *‘Roscher und Knies und die logischen Probleme der his- 
iorischen Nationalokonomie/' after having been published in 
three installments between 1903 and 1906 in Schmollers Jahr- 
buck, XXVII, XXIX, XXX, was lepubhshed as pp 1-145 of ^ho 
Gesammelte Aufsatze zur 'WissenschaftsJehre. It is one of two 
important methodological essays that have not been translated 
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to be the first of the series of essays on methodology to 
which •more than to any other of his writings, Weber 
owes his great contemporary influence. These essays 
make extremely heav\^ leading. In composing them 
Weber quite frankly paid no attention to style: it was 
sufficient for him if his thought had been expressed 
with rigor and precision. One suspects that it was only 
by making some such self-limitation that he succeeded 
in completing them at all. It is part of the irony of 
Weber’s career that he, who was one of the most force- 
ful speakers of his time, should ha\e been condemned 
to sixteen years of silence and to the torment of a 
wretched hterarv style. 

In the following year, 1904, two external events pro- 
vided Weber with the stimulus to renewed labor that 
he required. The first was a trip to the United States, 
which he enjoyed thoroughly and which seems to have 
had a tonic effect on his spirits. 'The second was his 
assumption of the co-editorship of the Archiv fiir So- 
zidlwisscnschaft und Sozialpolitiky which m his hands 
and that of his colleagues Sombait and Jaftc became 
the most distinguished social-science review of the day. 
Now' that he was no longer teaching, the Archiv pro- 
vided Weber with precisely the vehicle he needed — a 
definite but not overtaxing job, a link with the work of 
his peers among contemporary social scientists, -and an 
outlet for his own scholarly production. P'or the next 
decade Weber was to publish almost exclusively in the 
form of long articles in the Archiv. While this practice 
restricted him to a scholarly audience, it had the ad- 
vantage of flexibility and the absence of the sort of pres- 
sure associated with the publication of a book. 

Besides the essay on Roscher and Knies, Weber’s 
methodological reflections may be found first and fore- 
most III his programmatic pronouncement on ** 'Objec- 
tivity’ in Social Science and Social Policy,” with which 

into English. On this whole phase of Weber's writing the stand- 
ard work is Alexander von Schclting’s Max Webers W tsscnchafts- 
lehre (Tubingen, 1934). 
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he launched his editorship of the Archiv in 1904, and 
in only slightly less important form in the esSays em 
titled ‘‘Critical Studies in the Logic of the Cultural 
Sciences" (igo6) and “The Meaning of ‘Ethical Neu- 
trality' in Sociology and Economics” (1917-18).® To 
them one might add the article published just before 
the war in which Weber outlined the method of Ver- 
stehen in the elaboration of sociological concepts.^ 

In composing these essays, Weber’s standpoint was 
almost invariably polemical. He was fighting what was 
at least a t^\o-f^ont war--on the one hand against the 
superficialities of positivism or “naturalism” (although 
he was himself not infrequently accused of being a posi- 
tivist), on tlie other hand against the conventional 
canons of idealist tiiought, and more particularly its 
denial of the possibilities of scientific work in the field 
of human ciiltiiic, Wirhin the framework of the pres- 
ent study, W'eber’s analysis of idealism is the more in- 
teresting of the iwo. h‘or it documents liis struggle for 
liberation from Ins own intellectual past. Tl reveals hinr 
as a vigorous critic of both the mam forms m which 
idealist social thought had been .ast— the historical 
erudition of what Croce called the “philological” 
school, and tlic large speculations of the metaphysi- 
cians, From this double (or threefold) critique it even- 
tually emerges that Weber’s goal was to establish a 
“middle” level of empirically derived conceptualiza- 
tion: he was trying to introduce conceptual rigor into a 

^ 1 ’hcsc three ess,i\s liavc been tranilatcci bv Kdward A. Shils 
and Henry A J’lnth a*; Max Weber on the Methodology of the 
Social Science^: (C.lencoe, 111 , d'hey can be found in then 

original form in the Oci>ammelte Aufsatze zur \X ishcnschaftslehre 
under the following titles- “Die 'OhjehiivUat soziaiwi^semchaft- 
licher und sozialpohtischer Erkeiintiiis,'' pp 146-214, **Kritische 
Studieii auf dcni Oehief acr kulturwissemchafthchen LogikJ* pp 
“Der Sinn der ‘Wertfrciheif der soziologischcn und 
okonomischen Wissenschaftcn/' pp. 47^-526. 

^ *'Uhcr einige Kategonen der verstehendeti Soziologie** Logos, 
IV (iQi^) [Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Wtssenschaftslehre, pp. 
427-74). This IS the other important essay that has not been 
translated. 
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tradition where either intuition or a naive concern for 
the "‘facts'* had hitherto ruled unchallenged.^ 

Weber's initial task was quite obviously to free him- 
self from the influence of Ins immediate predecessors as 
historically oriented economists. And this in turn in- 
volved him in a multiple conflict For tlic German tra- 
dition of economic history represented a curious hvbrid 
of a kind of cr)’pto-Marxism and a romantic notion of 
the “spirit" of human communities derived in part 
from Ranke. With the Marxist aspect of this tradition 
Weber was to deal more specificallv in his studies of 
relis^ion. Ilis critique of the romantic aspect was already 
apparent in his first methodological essay: his old mas- 
ter Knies, he protested, had advanced a theoiy of 
personality that was entirely in the spirit of ronianli- 
cism"; and Knies's notion of a “folk soul," when criti- 
cally scrutiiu/.cd, pros'cd to he a “metaphysically paler 
version of Roscher's pious belief that the ‘souls' ... of 
peoples originate directly fiom tlic hand of God." * 

Thus Rosclicr and Knics had in effect smuggled a 
value element into an analysis that laid claim to meth- 
odological exactitude: * by Ihcir implicit endorsement 
of individual “spiritual" entities they had linked the 
tradition of precise historical investigation with the 
other branch of idealist social thought that dealt in 
values and abstractions. And this confusion of method 
they had justified by the well-worn argument that the 
world of man was radically diffeicnt from the world of 
naturc—tliat the former was a rcahn of freedom in 
which the usual t\pe of scientific exjsUination in ^erms 
of causes or laws did not apply; into this realm of “ir- 
rationality" social scientists were obliged to feel their 
wav by unprcrisc, intuitive methods that defied exact 
description. 

2 Piusons- Structure of Social Action, pp. 580-1. 

® ^‘Roscher und Knies/' Gesammclte Aufsatze zur Wissen- 
schaftslehrc, p. 14^ 

* Pietro Rossi- Lo !^toricmno tedesco coniemporaneo (Turin, 
1956), pp. 28:5-7. 
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As Weber during his months of psychic paralysis had 
pondered on the lessons of his own intellectutl fore- 
bears, he had discerned a kind of mystic obfuscation 
that lay at their very center. He had begun to see that 
the positivists had not been totally wrong in their sci- 
ence-minded assertions. They had simply chosen one 
horn of a great dilemma and the idealists another. 
Neither party had properly understood the terms they 
employed (or refused to employ). Neither had had a 
satisfactory notion of the nature of ‘law” and “cause,” 
“objectivity” and “value,” in the social or cultural 
studies. They had not defined these terms with suffi- 
cient care, nor had they delimited with any rigor the 
range through which they could be employed. To do 
so was the underlying purpose of Weber's o^^m meth- 
odological essays. 

First in logical order came the notion of law. Human 
behavior, Weber argued, was just as lawful as events^ 
in the natural world. For if it was capable of rational 
explanation at all— and social theorists of all schools 
agreed that to some extent or other it M'as rationally 
explicable— then there mi.st be something lawful about 
it. And this lawful aspect lay in its predictability. In- 
deed to call a certain type of behavior “cra^iy” meant to 
suggest that it was “incalculable,” Viewed in this fash- 
ion, the truth about the w'orld of human beings was 
just the opposite of what the idealists had imagined. 
The realm of human freedom was the reverse of a 
realm of irrationality: man never felt so free as when 
he was acting rationally: 

The error in the assumption that any freedom of 
the will— however it is undei stood— is identical 
With the “irrationality” of action, or that the latter 
is conditioned by the former, is quite obvious. The 
characteristic of “incalculability,” equally great but 
not greater than that of “blind forces of nature,” is 
the privilege of— the insane. On the other hand, 
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we associate the highest measure of an empirical 
‘'feeling of freedom'' with those actions which we 

are conscious of performing rationally—i.e 

in which we pursue a clearly perceived end by 
"means" which are the most adequate in accord- 
ance with the extent of our knowledge, i.e., in 
accordance with empirical rules. ^ 

These "rules," in a narrower sense, could also be 
termed "causes." It was in his discussion of causal ex- 
planation that Weber most explicitly came into conflict 
with the idealist tradition. Croce, we may note, had 
eliminated from historical explanation the notion of 
cause, as a mechanical concept applicable only in the 
natural sciences. Witli this theoretical position, Weber 
did not disagree totally. In his methodological essays 
he cited Croce more than once, and sometimes with 
approval: he was at one with Croce in his scorn for the 
procedure of drawing up "statesmau-likc" compromises 
betw'een opposing points of view, and in maintaining 
that "values," particularly those of an ethical character, 
were subjective in origin and could not be derived 
through any empirical procedure. But he differed 
sharply with Croce on the criteria of historical ex- 
planation: Croce's exclusively aesthetic and logical 
categories he found quite insufficient; the employment 
of such terms as "intuition" and "re-experiencing" he 
rejected as unsatisfactory; some version of causal ex- 
planation, he argued, must be devised to take their 
place.® 

It is unfortunate that in his methodological essays 
Weber refers only to Croce's work published before 
igog—beforc the latter's major change from an aes- 

5 ‘'Roscher und Knies," Gesammelte Auf^atze zur Wissen- 
schaftslehre, pp. 67, "Logic of Cultuial Sciences/’ 

Methodology, pp. 124--5 

® “Meaning of ‘Ethical Neutrality/ ” Methodology, p. 10; 
“Logic of Cultural Sciences/' Ibid., pp. 148 — qm.; '^Roscher und 
Kmes” Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Wissenschaftslehre, pp. 108- 
10, 122-3. 
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thetic to a philosophical definition of the character of 
historical study. But even if he had dealt with Croce’s 
subsequent writings, there would have been no real 
meeting of minds. Weber was ready to go along with 
Croce and the idealists in severely limiting the range of 
causal explanation in the historical and social world. 
But he was not willing to eliminate it altogether. The 
essential difference between the natural and the human 
world, he contended, lay in the fact that in the latter 
realm it was impossible to arrive at laws— or causal ex- 
planations— that w^ould in any sense give a satisfactory 
or exhaustive explanation of even the simplest human 
action. The problem, then, became one of devising a 
method of arriving at partial explanations of a causal 
character— explanations that for all their patent onc- 
sidedness w'ould be somewhat more rigorous than the 
conventional procedure in terms of ''rc-experiencing.” 
‘'intuition,” or “feci “ 

As his own answer to this problem, W’eber devised a 
most ingenious schema of hypothetical analvsi*?. It vfas 
based on the conviction that m the ^tudy of human af- 
fairs the best that a causal explanation could do was 
to locate the factor whvh, when removed, would make 
the decisive difference in a given sccpicnce of events — 
the factor, that is, which, w'hcn thought aw'ay, would 
not permit us to conceive of the event in question as 
occuriing. As applied in a few' sample cases, tins pro- 
cedure proved only mr>derately convincing. But it 
opened the way to WT'ber’s cxtremelv nistiuctive re- 
flections on “objectivity” and “value.” 

In proposing his method of hypothetical causal ex- 
planation, Weber was careful to specify that the de- 
cisive factor in question could be described as decisive 
only from the standpoint of the individual investigator. 
And this in turn meant that the selection of this factor 
was based, ultimately, on some explicit or implicit 
value-system.'^ I’he inevitable choices among their data 

^ “ 'Ohjcctivjfv’ in SfK’ial Science,” Methodology, p. 78; 
“Logic of Cultural Sciences,” Ibid., pp. 166, 180-1. 
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that historians and social scientists made faithfully re- 
flected the values they personally cherished: as an indi- 
vidual acting in the world of practical reality, the inves- 
tigator of society developed an attitude toward life that 
was subsequently mirrored in his scientific production. 

Thus far Weber’s argument closely followed that of 
Rickert, to whom he freclv acknowledged his dcl^t. 
Where Weber diverged from Rickcrt, however, was in 
refusing all metaphysical support for his own values and 
in trying to maintain — despite its ultimate psycho- 
logical impossibility— -the claims of “objectivity ’ or 
“ethical neutrality” m scientific pursuits. The charac- 
teristic German professor, Weber maintained, was a 
propagandist, whether open or covert; he preached 
some kind of social message from Ins academic chan. 
And this situation was intolerable. “I'he professor 
should not demand the right as a professor to carr\ the 
maishal's baton of the statesman or reformer m his 
knapsack. This is just what he docs when he uses the 
unnssailabilitv of the academic chair for the expression 
of political . . evaluations.” In short, the German 
professors W'ere abusing their privileged status when 
they pontificated ex cathedra on public matters witli 
out fear of contradiction from students or colleagues. 
In insisting thus stronglv on the need for academic 
self-restraint, Weber cvidenr/ had in nnnd the ex- 
ample of tlic great historian-propagandist Heinrich son 
Trcitschkc, whose lectures he had attended during his 
own student days 111 Berlin 

A heroic effort was required, then, if the professor 
W'as to separate his scientific from his public role. And 
the struggle was particularly acute in the case of Weber 
himself, who, as we have seen, was a man of passionate 
political and social conviction. 7 ’hesc convictions 
Weber had no intention of repressing, lie did not ar- 
gue that it was necessary to combat them in one’s own 
soul. On the contrary, he implied that they were cssen- 

» “Meaning of 'Ethical Neutrality/ “ Ibid . p. 5; Marianne 
Weber: Max Weber, p. 138. 
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tial to creation in the social science field it was only 
through a kind of sublimation of these very c<onvictions 
(we are reminded of the later Croce) that significant 
scientific choice became possible ' An attitude of moral 
indifference y'' Weber insisted, ''has no connection with 
scientific objectivity ' ” ® 

7 hus in Weber's hands the relationsliip betvseen sn 
cntific ob)ccti\its and \aluc judgment was developed 
into a peculiarly subtle jiroccss of mutual interaction 
On the one hand scientific investigation took its de 
]3Trture from some standpoint in the realm of values 
Subsccjuently this invcstigition in turn began to illume 
nate the ringc of value choices It could demonstrate 
what values were consistent or inconsistent with each 
other, it could determine the consequences or implica 
tioiis of a proposed course of action it could estimate 
what the attainment of a desired end' would ' cost’ 
m teims of the predictable loss of other \ allies ^Rut 
it could not make the act of choice itself tint was 
the sole rcsponsibihtv of the acting vvillme; person', 
he was obliged to weigh ind e house fiom among the 
values involved aecoicimg to liis own conscience and his 
personal view of the world In short in cni|iirical 
science" could nc't 'tell anvonc what he should do — 
but lather wh it he can do— ind under certain rircurn 
stances— what lie wishes to do ^ 

Ultimatelv, however, it wa^ onlv the values enter 
tamed by individuil human Ixings that gave mean 
mg"— in the double sense of comprehensibility and 
purpose— to the existence of man m soeict} And this 
meaning was established through what we call culture 
"Culture," \\'eber asserted, could be regarded as "a 
finite segment of the meaningless infinity of the world 

® Ob)cctwit} in Social Science, Methodology, p 6o 

^ ' Meaning of Ethical Neutrality, ' Ibid , pp 20-1, '' ‘Ob 
jcctivity in Social Science/ Ibid, pp 53-4 
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process, a segment on which human beings confer 
meaning and significance/’ ^ 

The statement sounds like a quotation from Dilthey. 
Very frequently in Weber’s writings we come across 
expressions that call Dilthey to mind— for example the 
insistence that “a new 'science’ emerges where new 
problems are pursued by new methods and truths are 
thereby discovered which open up significant new 
points of view/’ But the agreement may be only acci- 
dental: one of the perplexing things about Weber’s 
methodological essays is the absence of anv sustained 
analysis of Dilthey’s teaching, although the references 
suggest familiarity with it.^ In practice, however, 
Weber combined what was viable in Dilthey with the 
lessons derived from his own philosophical master 
Rickert— while at the same time demonstrating the 
unreality of the problems that had both baffled them 
and kept them apart. 

To put it very simply, Weber maintained that in the 
social or cultural sciences the method and the object, 
the precepts for investigation and the theory of knowl- 
edge, were simply different aspects of the same thing. 
The great quancl that had separated Dilthey from 
Windelbaiid— and later from Rickert— over whether 
the cultural sciences were distinguished from the natu- 
ral sciences by the object the) investigated, or rather by 
the method they pursued, Weber found to be irrele- 
vant. In practice, he argued, the object of investigation 
defined itself through the scry method that W'as di- 
rected toward it. It was immaterial whether one chose 
to emphasize the object or field of study, or whether 
one decided to lay the stress on the method of such 
study. The question could be settled on pragmatic 
grounds: as with all similar problems, the answer de- 
pended on where and how one chose lu cut into it. 

2 Ibid., p. 81, 

* Ibid., p. 68. Specific references to Dilthey occur only in the 
essay on Roscher and Knics. 



310 Consciousness and Society 

Thus the whole philosophical debate about the validity 
of our knowledge of the historical or social w^rld simply 
fell to the ground. “Philosophy cannot define what his- 
toricity is: it can only tell us how historical and social 
phenomena are investigated*" * 

In refusing to recognize anything absolute about 
value-judgments— in abandoning all metaphysical sup- 
port for ethical or practical norms— Weber had taken 
his leave of Rickert and come close to the world of 
twilight relativism in which Dilthey had dwelt. He had 
ended in a universe of mutual conditioning — an in- 
finitely complex view of human affairs in which plural- 
ism was as inevitable philosophically as a succession of 
unilateral approaches was a practical necessity. In brief, 
he had arrived at a “fictional” viewpoint not unlike 
that of Vaihinger.® In the social and cultural world, he 
had found, a fixed reality was undiscoverable. All that 
was sure was that human beings held to ethical and 
cultural values whose origin and ultimate meaning were 
veiled m mystery, and that the investigation of tffese 
values was alone made possible by the pursuit of cer- 
tain frankly arbitrary methods that in practice gave 
comprehensible result >. 

In order to understand more adequately both We- 
ber's philosophical pluralism and his fictional approach, 
we should give some final attention to the two specific 
methods most frequently associated with his name— 
the procedure called Verstehen and the elaboration of 
“ideal types.” 

The first of these was a vestigial remnant of Weber's 
idealist past. Crudely put, Verstehen — “understanding” 
—can be characterized as the German formula for giv- 
ing philosophical standing and dignity to a source of 
knowledge that in the Latin world was either called 
“intuition” or simply accepted as something inexpli- 


* Rossi: Storicismo tedesco, pp. 302, 334, 337. 
® Parsons: Structure of Social Action, p. 593. 
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cable. It was a method that all investigators of society 
employed-i-the historians and philosophers with a per- 
fectly good conscience, the social scientists more cov- 
ertly and ashamedly. It v^as at the origin of Dilthey’s 
‘'re-experiencing ’ and Croce's “re-thinking.” In short, 
it was the effort to “feel oneself into” a historical or so- 
cial action by putting oneself in the place of the actor 
or actors. It was a method of psychological sympathy— 
the method that most sharply distinguished the “inner” 
investigation of the human world from the merely ex- 
ternal investigation of the world of nature. 

Weber accepted this proceduie without modification 
from his Germanic forebears. As opposed to Durkheim 
and the positivists, he recognized that some such intui- 
tive method was unavoidable if the study of human be- 
havior was not to be limited to mere observing and 
counting— and no contemporary social scientist was in 
practice doing only that. But where he differed from his 
idealist teachers was in recognizing the dangers of rely- 
ing exclusively on “understanding.” He sought to limit 
its range and to combine it wnth causal explanations of 
a quasi-positivist type. “Vcrste/ien,” he asserted, “must 
... be controlled so far as possible by the . . . usual 
methods of causal imputation, before even the most 
evident interpretation can become a valid ‘intelligible 
explanation.' '' ® To achieve scientific validity', the 
knowledge derived from Verstchen must be verified by 
empirical tests. 

Our immediate intuitions of meaning may be real 
and, as such, correct. But their interpretation can- 
not dispense with a rationally consistent system of 
theoretical concepts. Only in so far as they meas- 
ure up to such criticism can intuitions constitute 
knowledge. And without such criticism the door is 
opened to any number of uncontrolled and unveri- 
fiablc allegations. Weber had a very deep and 

® der verstehenden Soztolog^y' Gesammelte 

Aufsdtze zuT Wtssenschaftslehre, p. 428. 
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strong ethical feeling on this point; to him the in- 
tuitionist position made possible the evasion of re- 
sponsibility for scientific judgments.^ 

Thus he retained from this position only what he be- 
lieved could stand the test of rigorous scientific proof. 
In effect, he reduced it to the “source of ‘hunches/ 
which help us in the formulation of hypotheses.” ” 
Limited and controlled in this fa'ihion, some sort of 
VersteJien procedure — whether or not it be dignified by 
this rather special term— has passed over from the writ- 
ing of history to become an accepted part of social 
science method. 

Tlie causal type of explanation that was to cheek and 
correct the opciation of “uiidcrstaiuhng” was, as wc 
have already obscivcd, both partial and incomplete It 
consisted of a scries of cross fiics, of alternative sc 
quences of causation, whose sum did not exhaust the 
explanatory possibilities inherent in any given situation 
Of ncccssit) it had something arbitral) about it. It w^as 
frank]\ and unashamcclK a con<^tnKtion of the human 
mind. 

Closely related to this notion of cause was Weber’s 
definition of the “ideal type.’ Indeed, an ideal type 
might be tbought of as a unilateral (omplex of causal 
explanations. As such, it was close to v\hat Soiel had 
called a direniption, “An ideal t\pc,” Weber asserted, 

is formed by the one-sided accentuation of one or 
more points of \iew and by the synthesis of a great 
many diffuse, discietc, more or less present and 
occasionally absent concrete individual phenom- 
ena, which are arranged according io those one- 
SKledly empliasi7.cd viewpoints into a unified ana 

^ Parsons* Structure of Social Action^ p 
« Theodore Abel ‘The Operation Called Vc'>,tekcn' [Amen 
can Journal of Sociology, LIV [1948]), reprinted in Readings in 
the Philosophy of Science, edited by Herbert Feigl and May 
Brodbeck (New York, 1953), p bSy. 
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lytical construct. In its conceptual purity, this 
mental#construct cannot be found empirically any- 
where in realit\'. It is a utopia. . . . 

It has the significance of a purely ideal limiting 
concept with which the real situation or action is 
compared and surveyed for the explication of cer- 
tain of its significant components. Such concepts 
are constructs in terms of which we formulate rela- 
tionships by the application of the category of ob- 
jective possibility. By means of this category, the 
adequacy of our imagination, oriented and disci- 
plined by reality, is judged. 

Thus these ideal types might be of all sorts and of all 
levels of abstraction. They might be “class or generic 
concepts (Gattungshegriffe) . . . —ideas in the sense 
of thought-patterns which actually exist in the minds of 
human beings . . . —ideals which govern human be- 
ings . . —ideals with which the historian approaches 
historical he ts— 'theoretical constructs using empirical 
data illustratively— /lis'forfccd investigations which uti- 
lize theoretical concepts as ideal limiting cases'’— 
indeed, a whole continuum of “various possible combi- 
nations” that might be multiplied indefinitely.^’ In gen- 
eral, however, the concrete examples that Weber gave 
were of two main types. In the first place, they were 
generic concepts — classes of social phenomena such as 
“state” or “church.” In the second place, they were 
“idealized” individual complexes of phenomena— “cap- 
italism,” for instance — of which only one pure type was 
presumed to exist. 

In employing the term ideal type— which he had ac- 
tually found in the writings of the legal scholar Georg 
Jellinek— “Weber did not mean to introduce a new 
conceptual tool. He merely intended to bring to full 
awareness what social scientists and historians had been 
doing when they used words like ‘the economic man,' 

® ‘Objectivity' in Social Science,” Methodology, pp. 90, 93, 
103. 
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'feudalism/ 'Gothic verms Romanesque architecture,' 
or 'kingship/ " ^ Nor did he regard his own,, construc- 
tions as permanently valid. On the contrary, he thought 
of them as mere devices for understanding, artificial 
tools that were destined to be supplanted by new con- 
cepts of better fabrication. "TTic history of the social 
sciences/' he reasoned, “is and remains a continuous 
process passing from the attempt to order reality ana- 
lytically through the construction of concepts — the dis- 
solution of the analytical constructs so constructed 
through the expansion and shift of the scientific hori- 
zon—and the reformulation anew of concepts on the 
foundations thus transformed/’ ® 

Yet even in the tentative form in which he cast it, 
Weber’s definition of the ideal type has proved to be 
one of his most influential contributions to the meth- 
odology of social thought. Such scholars as Joseph 
Schumpeter, Weber's greatest successor in the role of 
an economic sociologist, have delineated the concept 
more precisely under the new term of “model/' And on 
this new' basis “models" have become an enormously 
popular stock-in-tiade among social scientists. In com- 
plex logical and mathematical forms that Weber never 
dreamed of, model building has attained to a high de- 
gree of precision and has encompassed a variety of new 
applications. Yet Weber remains in honor as the origi- 
nal model-builder— the man who fiist made explicit the 
procedure of abstract theoretical construction that 
alone renders possible the lational understanding of the 
human world. 


III. The Studies of Religion 

Weber s own chief application of his ideal-type method 
was to the study of religion— which also constituted the 
main focus of his empirical labors in the decade and a 

1 Introduction by Gerth'and Mills to From Max Weber, p. 59. 
* "Objectivity' in Social Science/' Methodology, p. 105. 
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half following his psychic collapse. This series of studies 
he first lyidertook in 1904, and he continued to work 
on it nearly up to the time of his death in 1920. Thus 
the religious phase overlapped the phase of methodo- 
logical analysis— -but it was the latter that necessarily 
offered the presuppositions for this new variety of em- 
pirical study. 

Besides being the first conscious application of the 
ideal-type procedure, Weber's studies of religion are 
significant for his intellectual development in two other 
important respects. First — as with Pareto 01 Durkheini 
— they offer the crucial test case in his confrontation 
with the non-logical world. Second— and again as with 
his great contemporaries m Italy and France— they doc- 
ument his encounter v ith Marx. But m Weber's case, 
as opposed to that ol Pareto or Durkheiin, the reckon- 
ing with religion did not come after the settling of ac- 
counts with Maix, as the consec|ucnce of a further mat- 
uration of thought. The two went on simultaneously: 
their effect was interacting. As a result, Weber was able 
to see farther and more clcaily in both respects than 
was possible tor his contemporaries from tlie Latin 
world . 

Weber's widow has suggested that his lasting interest 
in the sociology of religion represented the transmuted 
' form 111 which the genuine religious sentiment in his 
mother's family lived on in him. ' He himself had no 
defined leligious belief. * J am . . . absolutely unmusi- 
cal in religious matters,'' he wrote in 1909, *‘and I feel 
neither the need nor the capacity to raise up in myself 
any sort of spiritual edifices of a religious character. Yet 
after careful self-examination I find myself neither anti- 
religious nor irreligious.'* ITiis quality of suspended 
judgment in spiritual matters constituted one of We- 
ber's great assets. As opposed to the militantly anti- 
religious Freud and Pareto, the skeptical -and ration- 
alist Durkheim, or the avowedly mystical Bergson, 
Weber was almost alone among the major social think- 
ers of his time in remaining open to religious im- 
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pressions while succumbing to no specific dogmatic 
teaching. Like Sorel— but more systematicall^i and ana- 
lytically than Sorel— Weber gave to religion his full re- 
spect without letting it catch him in its toils. 

Moreover, under the intentionally dry and “scien- 
tific'* style of his religious studies, we can catch glimpses 
of Weber’s own spiritual commitment to his subject 
matter. We may detect the surging of deeply experi- 
enced emotion at the enigmas and paradoxes of human 
destiny that the study of religion disclosed. And we 
may also surmise that in the “sublime figures of heroic 
Puritanism** which he piescnted in his work on the 
Protestant ethic, ‘^certain of his own traits” stand re- 
vealed. In this earliest of his religious studies, Weber 
seems to have felt himself into the role of a Calvinist 
leader of iron resolve— a man who had conquered the 
demon in his own soul and chained himself to the 
w’heel of duly. Subsequently— like Fiend— he was to 
see himself in the image of a Hebrew prophet. During 
the war years, he w’as to warn his people in the topes 
of a Jeremiah of their political irresponsibility and of 
the dangers to the nation that lay ahead.'^ 

In W^ebei'.s view, all social theories or ideologies 
could be classified as ideal t\pcs. And of these, Marx’s 
had obviously been a particularly suggestive and in 
fluential specimen. Like Croce, Weber granted a “rela- 
tive legitimacy to the materialist conception of his- 
tory,” that is, if it were understood “not as a general 
interpretation of history but as a heuristic principle 
a path to understanding— whose “unilateral character” 
w'as “inherent in any point of view' that tries to delimit 
its ow'ii field of investigation.” ^ In common with 
Croce, Weber saw that the very partiality of the Marx- 
ian analysis gave it a sharper edge: it cut cleanly into an 
area of life iti society that earlier theories liad neglected. 
But, unlike Croce, Weber did not stop when he had 

3 Marianne Weber: Max Weber, pp. 370, 3B2-3, 385, 639. 

* Rossi: Storicismo tedesco, p. 345. 
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incorporated what he had found valid in Marxism into 
the canoii ot his own thinking, he went on to relate the 
one sidedncss of historical materialism to the unilateral 
character of all social thcor), and to give to Marxism a 
new dimension bv running another unilateral sequence 
of his o^^n 

Of all the ciitiques of Marxism that came out of the 
geneiation of the 189c s, Weber’s was the most subtle 
and the widest in range 7 his last critique, as wc have 
seen, partly foi accidental leasons followed the others 
b} half a decade, and the fact that it was presented in 
tlu context of the socioloes of religion gave it a spe 
cial pom^ and iclesance Inirthermoie, as oppc'scd to 
Pareto or Croce, to whom Marx s wa'^ of thinking was 
basicallv distasteful, W eber had much 111 coninioii with 
the founder of dialectical materialism Once more he 
recalls Sorcl in his intuitive undei standing for the wa 
in winch Marcs mind had Wvuked 

The two had m common the radical chiractei 
their anahsis of socieh— radical thu is not in the or 
dinars politic il sense of being ‘on the left, ’ but in tlu 
oiigmal philological meaning of a concern with the 
roots of social difhciiltics Both wen impatient nicn- 
and iiioic particularb impatient with the verbal supei 
ficialitics and cuphcnusnis that ru^tomarih cc nccaled 
harsh rcalits A^iid both attei>’ptcd a kind of philo^oy^ln 
cal sociologv of contcinponiv man what Marx called 
the ‘ alienation ' of tne workers Irom the means of pro 
duction, Weber broadened into t\v more inclusive 
cattgorv of the lationali/ ition of modern life Weber 
‘hclatiM/ed Marx s theorv bv fitting it into a wid'^r 
hvpothesis IS a ‘ special case’ that the latter h id di m 
atized” with telling ctfcct " 

But in following— 01 better, paralleling— Mar r 
these respects, W’ebcr made a basic h ration in en 
phasis In Weber’s hands, ‘capitalism ’^as cniaT-ge^^ 

" Karl Lowith ‘ Max ^eher und Karl Marx/' Aichiv fur 
Sozialwis^emchaft und Sozialpohtik, LX\^II (19^2^ 54, 60-2. 
80, Introduction by Gerth and Mills to From Max Weber, p i;o 
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into an even more ramifying conception than it had 
been for Marx; indeed, it became questionably whether 
such an economic term was adequate to cover at all 
what Weber was talking about. Viewed in the context 
of the rationalization or bureaucratization of living, the 
distinction between capitalism and socialism ceased to 
be of major importance; in effect, Weber emphasized 
their continuity. Still more important, and in line with 
his inheritance from the neo-idealists, Weber held that 
an ‘'indispensable . . . element in the explanation’' of 
a phenomenon like capitalism “lay in a system of ulti- 
mate values and value attitudes/’ ® Thus he refined on 
Marx’s notion of a class by adding to it a new category 
in which the value aspect of group relationships would 
stand out in sharper fashion: a class, he asserted, was 
an economic category of people united by material in- 
terests; a status group (Stand) could be defined as one 
in which considerations of prestige and honor weie 
paramount. 

Already in his early agrarian studies, Weber hgd 
come to the conclusion that in the large-scale flight 
from the land of German rural workers east of the 
Elbe, ideal and spiritual motives had at least as great 
an influence as material considerations. And his sub- 
sequent reflections had simply deepened this convic- 
tion. A decade after his agrarian survey, when he un- 
dertook his studies of religion, it was with the express 
intention of documenting through systematic empirical 
findings the interlocking action of economic and spirit- 
ual factors in producing the great social transforma- 
tions of the past. 

The first of these studies. The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, early became the most widely 
read of Weber's writings.'*^ And this popularity was un- 

• Parsons: Introduction to Theory of Social and Economic 
Orgartization, p. 79, Structure of Social Action, pp. 509-10. 

T Translation by Talcott Parsons (New York and London, 
1930). After having originally been published as articles in vol- 
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questionably justified. Despite all the criticism to which 
it has boen subjected, and the corrections of detail that 
it has undergone,® The Protestant Ethic remains one of 
the great works of the social thought of our time— an 
almost unique combination of imaginative boldness in 
its central hypothesis and meticulous scholarship in its 
documentation. In its careful balancing of the material 
and spiritual, it pursues an argument of a subtlety that 
has frequently thrown the overhasty reader off the 
track. 

Weber's critics could have been spared most of their 
pains if they had pondered more carefully two of the 
author's guiding pronouncements. In the first place, he 
carefully specified that he was not arguing that Prot- 
estantism had “caused" the rise of capitalism. “We 
have no intention whatever," he wrote, 

of maintaining such a foolish and doctrinaire the- 
sis as that the spirit of capitalism . . . could only 
have arisen as the result of certain effects of 
the Reformation, or even that capitalism as an 
economic system is a creation of the Reforma- 
tion. . . . On the contrary, we only wish to ascer- 
tain whether and to what extent religious forces 
have taken part in the qualitative formation and 
the quantitative expansion of that spirit over the 
world, and what concrete aspects of our capitalistic 
culture can be traced to them. In view of the tre- 
mendous confusion of interdependent influences 
among the material basis, the forms of social and 
political organization, and the ideas current in the 
time of the Reformation, we can only proceed by 
investigating whether and at what points certain 
correlations between forms of religious belief and 

umes XX ( 1904) and XXI ( 190^) of the Arvhiv fiir Sozialwissen- 
schaft und Sozialpolitik, **Die protestantische Etliik und der Geist 
des KapitaHsmus" was reprinted in the Gesammelte Aufsdtze zur 
Religionssoziologie, I, 17-206. 

* Notably by R. H. Tawney in his Religion and the Rise of 
Capitalism (London, 1926). 
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practical ethics can be worked out. At the same 
time we shall as far as possible clarify the nuanner 
and the general direction in which, by virtue of 
those relationships, the religious movements have 
influenced the development of material culture.* 

Or, as Weber put it in another place, ‘‘the ‘world 
images' that have been created by ‘ideas' have, like 
switchmen, determined the tracks along which action 
has been pushed by the dynamic of interest" : at certain 
decisive points in history, a spiritual program and the 
pressure of a material-interest group have converged. 
Obviously Weber was not trj'ing to chart a simple 
causal sequence. He was attempting the infinitely more 
complex task of delineating the “elective affinity” be- 
tween capitalism and Protestantism—the largely un- 
conscious similarities of outlook that led the second 
and third generations of Calvinists to put their stern, 
self-denying, ascetic capacities into the service of God's 
purposes on earth and, in the process, to give a nqjv 
rationality and dynamism to the techniques of expand- 
ing capitalism.^ He was trying to show how an ethic 
originally devised for other-worldly purposes became 
transmuted into a marvelously efficient stimulus to ma- 
terial gain. 

In the second place—and this was simply another 
way of phrasing the first pronouncement— Weber de- 
nied any intention of “refuting” Marxism or the ma- 
terialist interpretation of history. It was not his aim, 
he wrote, “to substitute for a one-sided materialistic 
[interpretation] an equally one-sided spiritualistic 
causal interpietation of culture and of history.” He was 
simply trying to show what would happen when one 
treated “only one side of the causal chain.” Marx had 
run the causal sequence in one direction, i.e., from 


Protestant Ethic, pp. 91-2. I have altered the translation 
slightly, 

^ '"Social Psychology of World Religions/' From Max Weber, 
p. 280; Introduction by'Gerlh and Mills, Ibid., p. 62-3. 
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economic to spiritual factors. Weber wanted to run it 
in the reirerse order as a complement to what Marx had 
done. Each method, he argued, was '‘equally possible.'' 
Both of them — and others besides — were perfectly per- 
missible. But neither was exhaustive: each could serve 
only “as the preparation," not “as the conclusion of 
an investigation." ^ Actually, according to Weber's 
own methodology, such a conclusion could never be 
achieved. But it could be approached more closely 
through combining a number of alternative causal se- 
quences of the sort that he himself and Marx had run. 

In his study of Protestantism Weber drew, as so 
many of his contemporaries had done, on the scholar- 
ship and example of William James. On his trip to the 
United States— which in fact interrupted the compo- 
sition of this work — Weber not only met James but 
also derived some of the first-hand impressions that 
enliven his discussion of the more eccentric of the 
Protestant sects.® The sects offered a curiosity-shop of 
extravagant and apparently irrational religious behavior. 
Yet, as Weber soon discovered, the same individuals 
who in their religious capacity endorsed these practices, 
in their role as American businessmen were the epito- 
mes of rational and ordered living. Here lay another of 
the paradoxes in the rclatk nship between Protestant- 
ism and capitalism. In most respects, however, Weber 
found that the United States offered an extreme case 
of the rationalization of existence. It seemed to mark 
the farthest point vet rcai'hcd on the path along w'hich 
the Western world as a whole was apparently heading. 
It was in America that the fusion of the Protestant and 

- PwtestaJit Ethic, pp. 27. 183; Lowith; "Weber und Marx” 
pp. 210-1 1 . 

3 Sec the shortir essay, dating from 1900, that supplements 
the mam study of the Protestant ethic; "Die protestantischen 
Sekten utid der Geist des Kapitalisnius” Gesammelte Aufsatze 
ziir Rehgwnssoziologie, I, 207-36 ("'I'lic Protestant Sects and the 
Spirit of Capitalism, ' From Max Weber, pp. 302-22); also 
Marianne Weber: Max Weber, pp. 3x6-45. 



322 Consciousness and Society 

the capitalist ethic had been most complete, and that 
society came closest to that uniform, soulless efficiency 
that loomed up as the model of the future. 

Throughout the foregoing discussion it has doubtless 
become apparent that Weber thought of capitalism as 
a complex of rational procedures. In this respect he 
differed sharply from Marx's insistence on its contra- 
dictions. For Weber, capitalism— like bureaucracy — 
was simply another of the major manifestations of that 
all-embracing process of rationalization that concerned 
him most profoundly in the history of the Western 
world. Why, he asked himself^ had this process oc- 
curred to its full extent in the West alone? Why had 
it stopped short in India, in China, in all the other 
parts of the world that were the equals of the West in 
religious and humanistic culture? In these civilizations 
also there existed a kind of capitalism; but it had not 
pursued the same course as in the W^est. Why did '‘the 
capitalistic interests" of China and India not find their 
way to the full rationalization of life? '‘Why did nt)t 
the scientific, the artistic, the political, or the economic 
development there enter upon that path . . . which 
is peculiar to the Occident?'' ^ This w^as the deepest of 
the riddles that had inspired Weber to undertake his 
studies of religion. Beyond the confrontation with 
Marx, beyond the reckoning with the spiritual world, 
Weber was interested above all in .seeking out the rea- 
sons for the historical uniqueness of his own civiliza- 
tion. 

In The Protestant Ethic he had reached an initial 
solution. He had come to the conclusion that it was 
the dynamic force of Protestantism, and moie particu- 
larly of Calvinism, that had made the decisive differ- 
ence. In the studies of the great Asian religions that 
succeeded it, he tried to work the proof in reverse. He 
attempted to show what was lacking in Buddhism or 
Hinduism— namely, an ethic that endorsed and en- 
couraged the life of rationally oriented business activ- 
* Protestant Ethic, p. 25. 



8. Max Weber 


323 

ity. Thus these subsequent studies had a broader range 
than thfe original work on Protestantism. In his effort 
to establish the economic mentality of the Asian cul- 
tures, Weber found it necessary to run more than one 
causal sequence: he not only traced the influence of 
religion on economic life; he searched out the geo- 
graphic and material conditions that had helped to 
direct religious thought itself into certain well-defined 
channels. 

As the publication of these studies proceeded, We- 
ber clearly revealed his personal commitment to the 
rational values of his own society. His profound con- 
cern for reason-— his distress at the paradox that made 
it both the highest achievement of the West and the 
source of the ''soullessness'' of contemporary life— in- 
spired him to subject the culture of rationality itself to 
searching examination. This concern for the status of 
reason in contemporary society emerges with particular 
clarity in the last phase of Weber's life and work. 


IV. Sociology and History 

Eventually even '^A^cber succumbed to the temptation 
to write a general treatise. In 1909 he started to plan 
out a summary essay that would serve as the central 
part of a collaborative compendium of economic so- 
ciologw It constantly grew in scope as the years passed, 
its publication was dclaved by the war, and w'hen it 
finallv appeared after Weber's death under the title 
Wirtschdft und GeseUschaft — economics and society — 
it was still in unfinished form. But the first part, which 
was devoted to theory, had been completed, and the 
outlines of the rest were clear enough to give an ade- 
quate idea of the structure that Weber had in mind. 

Was Wirtschaft und GeseUschaft the crowning 
achievement of Weber s career, or was it a vast mis- 
take, an unwarranted departure from the program of 
building up theory in modest fashion from specific 
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empirical studies that had distinguished his own earlier 
work and Durkheim's from that of Pareto? Unqtiestion- 
ably it marked a sharp change in approach. Even in 
style it was quite different from the methodological or 
religious studies. Where in these works the writing had 
been clumsy and involuted, in Wirtschaft und Gesell- 
schaft the characteristic sentences were short declara- 
tive statements, following one on another in a clipped, 
martial rhythm, without modifiers or qualifications. A 
great deal of it Weber wrote ''off the top of his head,” 
and he left it bereft of footnotes and the other custom- 
SLiy scholarly paraphernalia.® 

For the most eminent American authority on We- 
ber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft is ”a tremendous 'ar- 
chitectonic' panorama, . . . the finest product of the 
historical relativism of the idealistic tradition”; it re- 
veals a "knowledge of comparative institutions which is 
perhaps unique in the history of the social sciences.” To 
an Italian scholar of similar stature, it is merely a ‘‘ter- 
minology” applied to the study of history', "a scries eff 
abstractions relatively devoid of content." Certainly the 
procedure of lining up ideal types in serried ranks is the 
most doubtful feature of the work. F.veii Weber’s 
American expositor has granted that it suggests a " 'mo- 
saic' theory of concrete society”: the pieces are fitted 
together, but neither their interconnections nor their 
tentative and "fictional” character arc sufficiently estab- 
lished. "History' then becomes a process of shuffling 
ideal types, as units. ' It becomes something more fixed 
than what Weber had conceived in his moments of 
maximum awaiencss.® 

In my own study of Weber, I have found myself 
drawing less often on Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft than 
on any other of his major works. This suggests its cen- 

Marianne Wchcr. i\fdx Weber, pp. 462 --5, 728. 

® Parsons Structure of Social Action, pp. 626, 65^. IntrocUic- 
hon to Theory of Social and Economic Organization, p. 83; 
Antoni. Dallo storicisnio, p. 181. 
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tral difficulty: it offers a vastly impressive array of so- 
ciological learning, but only a small number of imme- 
diately relevant insights. In practice, only a very few 
of the ideal types that Weber outlined in it have 
proved susceptible of concrete application. And most of 
these—like his definitions of class and status group, 
charisma and bureaucracy— had their origin in his ear- 
lier empirical studies. 

It would be wrong, however, to leave the impression 
that Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft was simply a German 
version of Pareto's treatise, with which in composition 
it was almost exactly contemporary. This was far from 
being the case. Weber haS made a complete and per- 
manent break with the positivist practice of seeking 
general sociological ''laws." Indeed, the difficulty in his 
own systematic work was quite the reverse: in its em- 
phasis on the free-standing character of social entities, 
Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft suggested a reversion to 
the idealist notion of the "spirit" of institutions. But 
this idealist residue was also its strength. Weber's type 
of sociology was firmly lodged within the framework 
of history. "The systematic elaboration of sociology" 
remained "subordinate to the procedures of historical 
knowledge," offering as it did "a conceptual apparatus" 
designed '‘to make possible the understanding of hu- 
man behavior in the concrete 'becoming' of . . . indi- 
vidual events" in the world of history.^ 

For Weber the outbreak of the wa:, as with most of 
his contemporaries, brought about a radical alteration 
in his manner of living. But m Weber's case the change 
was far moie dramatic. From a semi-invalid, living on 
the strict schedule dictated by the demands of his ec- 
centric version of psychic hygiene, he w^as transformed 
practically overnight into an active, ‘normal" being. 
For more than a year, in his capacity as a reserve officer, 

T Rossi: Storicismo tedesco, pp. 360-1. 



3a6 Consciousness and Society 

he ran a military hospital with energetic efficiency. Sub- 
sequently he threw himself into political polemics, into 
anxious consultations about the conduct of government 
and Germany's war aims—all the time continuing to 
work on his sociological writing, both religious and sys- 
tematic. He found himself traveling constantly, meet- 
ing new people, even speaking in public. In brief, he 
seemed ‘*cured.” 

In the spring of 1918, as the war was drawing to a 
close, he went to Vienna as a visiting professor. Here 
he was a sensational success. His lectures were held in 
the largest available auditorium, where “about a third 
of his listeners consisted of mature men: politicians, 
officials, teachers." A description from a contemporary 
newspaper suggests the compelling quality of his plat- 
form personality: 

Tall and fully bearded, this scholar resembles one 
of the German stone masons of the Renaissance 
period; only the eyes lack the naivete and sensu-^ 
ous joy of the artist. His gaze is from the inner- 
most, from hidden passages, and it reaches into the 
greatest distances. His manner of expression cor- 
responds to the man's exterior; it is infinitely plas- 
tic. We meet here an almost Hellenic way of see- 
ing things. The words are simply formed, and, in 
their quiet simplicity, they remind us of Cyclopean 
blocks. When, however, an individual personality 
is introduced into the discussion, then it immedi- 
ately becomes monumental; each trait is chiselled 
as though in marble and put in the clearest light. 
Now and then the words are emphasized by a 
slight motion of the hand. ... It is by no means, 
however, rhetorical mastery . . . alone that calls 
forth this extraordinary power of attraction, nor 
even the original and strictly factual character of 
the thought, but rather . . . the ability to awaken 
feelings that slumber in the souls of others. From 
each and every word it is clearly apparent that he 
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feels himself to be the heir of the German past and 
that Ije is governed by the consciousness of his re- 
sponsibility toward posterity.® 


In his sixteen years of self-imposed silence, Weber 
had slowly and rather unexpectedly grown famous. 
Now he had suddenly emerged as a public figure. The 
image he evoked among the younger generation was 
that of a half-mythical, enigmatic, vaguely ‘"Satanic"' 
figure who refused to give the word of guidance to 
those who were thirsting for intellectual and spiritual 
direction. And Weber was thoroughly conscious of the 
expectations vested in him. As national defeat ap- 
proached, he held himsclt in readiness to serve his 
country. Naturally he wanted to be among his own 
people in their hour of difficulty. For tliis reason he de- 
clined the offer of a permanent chair in Vienna and 
returned to Germany just as the initiative was deci- 
sively passing to the enemy on the battlefields of 
France. 

In the immediate post-annisticc period, Weber 
seemed marked out for a leading political role. IIis po- 
lemics against his country's wartime regime had made 
a widespread impression; he participated in the foun- 
dation of the Democratic party; he w^as locally selected 
as a candidate for a scat in the constitutional assembly 
that was to meet at Weimar. But this first direct ven- 
ture into politics came to nothing; the higher paity 
leadership substituted for Weber a straight organiza- 
tion candidate. Weber’s contribution to the founding 
phase of the German republic was restricted to par- 
ticipation in the advisory committee of experts that 
worked out an initial draft of the constitution— where 
he was mainly responsible for the provision of a presi- 
dency based on popular election that subsequently was 
to prove so dangerous to German democracy. 


* Marianne Weber* Xiax yX^eber, pp. 652—5. I have taken the 
translation of the first pait of this passage from Gerth and Mills’s 
Introduction to From Max Weber, p. 26. 
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It was as yet too early, Weber concluded, for him to 
devote his full talents to statesmanship. Henc^ he de- 
cided to continue in his capacity as a scholar, and 
among the various flattering offers that had followed 
his return to active teaching, he settled on a chair in 
Munich But even here his activities were far from be- 
ing purely academic He engaged in informal discus- 
sions with students of the most varied political lean- 
ings He made an appearance in court to vouch for the 
ethical integrity of the inexperienced leaders of what 
had been for a brief period the Bavarian Soviet Repub 
lie He held a measured exchange of views with the new 
historical messiah Oswald Spongier Most chaiacter 
isticall), he outlined in his parallel lectures on Science 
as a Vocation"' and 'Tolitics as a Vocation"’ his familiar 
distinction between v^alue spheres and his ethic of le 
sponsible choice 

In Munich, as in Vienna, Wcber"s lectures created a 
sensation Into the more advanced of them he poured 
the svstematic sociological thcor\ that was taking form 
as Wtrt^chaft und GeselUchajt And he labored might 
ily to fashion both this work and his collected essavs on 
the sociology of religion mto their final version Mean 
time new demands on his time were pressing upon him 
— further schohrlv projects and speaking engagements 
of all sorts To these intellectual responsibilities there 
were added unanticipated family carc^ In the autumn 
of 1919 Weber"s mother died we can only guess at 
how profoundly this loss affected him A few months 
later came the death of his sister her husband had 
fallen in battle m the first weeks of the war, and she 
left four orphaned children In a w^ave of generous 
emotion, Max and Marianne Weber decided to adopt 
them I'he inevitable second thoughts followed had 
they become too accustomed to their life without chil 
drei)^— was it too late to begin m their fifties to play 
the role of parents^ Weber tortured himself with the 
question would he succeed in being a father? 

There followed a relapse into severe nervous depres- 
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sion. By the end of April, however, he had pulled him- 
self ou^ of it and was talking of how “the scientific 
tasks that he saw before him would stretch to a hun- 
dred years/' But still his wife delayed the actual arrival 
of the children in her house. In early June, Weber 
caught cold— it was apparently a trivial ailment. Yet 
by the time it was diagnosed as a deep-seated pneu- 
monia, it was too late. Weber proved a cheerful pa- 
tient: he did not fight the illness. In mid-June 1920 he 
lay dead.® 

Weber's sudden death is conventionally described as 
a career cut short at its very height. In terms of profes- 
sional accomplishment this is doubtless true— although 
we may question whether the new course marked out 
in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft represented the best 
possible employment of his talents. But in personal 
terms, the matter is more perplexing. Did Weber have 
a sense that his new responsibilities were threatening 
to overwhelm him?— was he in his last months living 
in dread of a relapse into his earlier malady, to which 
anything, even death, would be preferable? Did he un- 
consciously long for release from his sudden eminence? 
At this very moment, Freud was publishing his specu- 
lations on the “death instinct" in human beings. We 
can only wonder. 

In Wcbei’s last pliasc of work and thought, the un- 
bearable antinomies that had been apparent in his ear- 
lier writing were by no means resolved. On the con- 
trary they were intensified. The proDlcmatic character 
of rationality in the Western world came to torment 
him ever more piofoundly. Here also we mav be led to 
suspect a kind of world-w^eariness : Weber's intellectual 
struggle had become intolerably intense. 'Ine value- 
spheres that he had delineated he had eventually found 
irreconcilable. As the individual, \\'cbct argued, must 

^ Marianne Weber; Max Weber, pp. 642-7, 686-95, 711, 
720—7, 740—54; J. P. Mayer: Max Weber and German Politics 
(London, 1943), Chapters 4, 5, 6. 
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make a clear choice between a career in scholarship and 
a career in politics, so he was obliged to opt for one or 
another ethical system. If he chose the '*ethic* of ulti- 
mate ends" of the Sermon on the Mount, then he 
could not participate in the life of the world. This was 
an ethic fitted only to sainthood; it did not pose the 
question of the practical consequences of actions. But 
if a man chose to become an active participant in pub- 
lic affairs, then he was condemned to an “ethic of re- 
sponsibility" that might well violate his personal stand- 
aids of morality. I'o serve the public good, he would 
be obliged to commit acts at which his soul recoiled — 
like those citizens of Florence immortalized by Machia- 
vclli “who deemed the greatness of their native city 
higher than the salvation of their souls." ^ 

Unlike Freud, whose faith m reason was unshakable, 
and who found that ethics presented no problem— un- 
like Cioce, with his serene disregard for the ultimate 
riddles of existence— Weber never skirted a moial or 
intellectual isKie. lie met them all head on. Tndcec^ 
w'ith a kind of perveise vocation for self-torment, he 
pushed all the coiitrachctions to their point of uiaxi- 
muni lucidity: here, in a wider sense, we may find an- 
other manifestation of nis ideal-type procedure. It is 
for this reason that Weber sums up, more than any 
other single figure, tlie major themes of the present 
study. 

Unquestionably Weber s chief intellectual weakness 
lies in the field of psvchology. Ilis “isolation of lation- 
ality” and his “treatment of affect as only a factor of 
deviation from rational nouns is clearly incompatible 
with the findings of modern psycholog\\ which rather 
point definitely to the integration of affective and ra- 
tionally cognitive elements in the same action." ^ We- 

^ ''Politics as a Vocation,'’ From Afdx Weber, pp. 120—7; 
Rossi: Stoncismo tedesco, pp. -^68-72. 

2 Parsons- Introduction to Theory of Social and Economic 
Organization, p. 27. 



8. Max Weber 331 

ber, like Croce or Pareto, was directly interested only 
in what was rationally understandable. The illogical, 
the affective, remained for him no more than a residual 
category. 

A second weakness—and perhaps the one instance of 
intellectual faltering in his whole theoretical produc- 
tion— was his refusal to recognize the implicit relativism 
of his own thought. We have seen that none of We- 
ber’s predecessors or contemporaries consented to call 
himself a relativist. And Weber was no exception. He 
rejected relativism as the '‘crudest misunderstanding” 
of his point of view.® In the sen^^e of a radical skepti- 
cism— in the sense of a philosophy which questions the 
whole notion of responsible choice— Weber was cer- 
tainly not a relativist.* But in the sense of a point of 
view that denies any metaphysical certainty— w^iethcr 
of ethics or of historical truth— Weber can properly 
be characterized bv tliis term. He frankly recognized 
the personal affective (’Tigin of his own convictions: 
he found no ultimate giounding for them. But he grew 
dizzy at the abvsscs that this line of reasoning seemed 
to open. We of the generation of his grandchildren, 
who have grown up in an atmosphere of intellectual 
and moral relativism, mav find ourselves less fright- 
ened. 

There w^as thus a kind of desperation about Weber’s 
own choices. He held to them with a passion for which 
he could offer no philosophical lustificatioii. He had, 
for example, a profound belief in the value of human 
freedom. But he saw how problematical was the future 
of freedom in a society that seemed inexorably headed 
toward rationalization and buicancratization. At the 
same time, he realized, the process of rationalization 
itself could not be rejected out of hand. As liic direct 
product of disciplined reason, it ncccs'^aiily received his 

® “Meaning of 'Ethical Neutrality/” Methodology, p. 18. 

* The contrary, however, has been persuasively argued by Leo 
Strauss in his Natural Rigfit History (Chicago, 1953), Chap- 
ter 2. 
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intellectual endorsement. And reason itself, Weber 
had always argued, was at the source of hun^n free- 
dom. Hence, he was obliged to affirm as best he could 
the values of freedom within the framework of a ration- 
alized society. 

The vistas of the future that opened out before him 
were bleak in the extreme. What he often called— after 
Schiller— the ''disenchantment of the world'' seemed 
its most profound tendency. This was approximately 
the same process that Pareto had charted as a transi- 
tion from a society in which the residue of "persistence 
of aggregates" was dominant, to one in which "instinct 
for combinations" ruled, or Durkheim's corresponding 
progression from social integration to anomie. "The 
ultimate and most sublime values," Weber declared, 
"have retreated from public life either into the tran- 
scendental realm of mystic life or into the brotherliness 
of direct and personal human relations. It is not acci- 
dental that our greatest art is intimate and not monu- 
mental, nor is it accidental that today only within the 
smallest and intimate circles, in personal human situa- 
tions, in pianissimo^ that something is pulsating that 
corresponds to the prophetic pneuma. which in former 
times swept through the great communities like a fire- 
brand, welding them together." The days of great philo- 
sophical and religious creation were apparently over. 
"Not summer's bloom lies ahead of us, but rather a 
polar night of icy darkness and hardness." 

In a less extreme and apocalyptic form, Weber's vi- 
sion of the future bears disconcerting resemblances to 
Spengler's. Like the author of The Decline of the 
West, he predicted a reaction against the Republic and 
democracy in his own country. And for Western soci- 
ety as a whole, he could see no alternative to the sys- 
tematic fostering of an elite of professional politicians 
on whom the dreadful responsibility of government 

Parsons: Structure of Social Action, pp. 685-6; “Science as 
a Vocation/' From Max Weber, p. 155; “Politics as a Vocation/’ 
Ibid., p. 128. 
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would devolve. From their ranks there would from time 
to time, arise a charismatic party leader who would gov- 
ern with dictatorial powers. Within this prospect, We- 
ber found no radical contradiction: democracy and 
charismatic authority did not figure among bis irrecon- 
cilables. Weber's hankering after personal leadership 
—along with his ineradicable nationalism— is enough 
to make us question the whole basis of his political 
thinking. 

In politics, Weber's guidance was frequently danger- 
ous. But as a diagnostician of contemporary society he 
was without a peer. His delineation of his own time 
w'as “unique in its sober realism and its intellectually 
sophisticated allowance for the immense complexity of 
the problems, for its ability to draw clear and definite 
conclusions from such complex materials and yet not 
fall into dogmatic over-simplification/’ ® Weber's mind 
was never closed. He offered to his contemporaries an 
“open system of possibilities" in which men were free 
to create their meanings for themselves.^ 

Thus he has come to be respected in the most diverse 
intellectual and ideological camps. His standing among 
social scientists scarcely needs to be argued. The his- 
torians hold him in equally high regard. Among demo- 
crats he ranks as a friend and mentor of an extreme 
and salutary tough-mindedness. The neo-Marxists 
honor him as the man who refused to hate or to outlaw 
his revolutionary' adversaries, who consented to discuss 
his differences with them frankly and face to face. 
From his teaching, one of them has written, there took 
its departure a “rigorous and consequential" Marxism, 
particularly associated with the writings of his young 
friend Georg Lukacs.® In similar vein another of We- 

® Parsons: Intioduction to Theory of r^rial and Economic 
Organization, pp. 74, 84-5. * 

7 Lowith, *‘WebeT und Marx,"' p. 212; Weber: 'Objectivity* 
in Social Science,*' Methodology, p. 57. 

® Maurice Merlcau-Ponty, L^s Aventures^ de la dialectique 
(Paris, 1955), pp. 3^, 42- 
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ber'$ younger admirers, the philosopher Karl Jaspers, 
has viewed him as a proto-existentialist. In the v^ry way 
Weber lived his life, Jaspers contends, the possibilities 
of human existence stand revealed. “Through this 
man,"' we can penetrate “to the origin of what is hu- 
manly possible,” we can “catch sight of what a human 
being actually is.” * 

For himself, Weber chose the valuer of the Enlight- 
enment. Without illusion, with the same sort of des- 
peration with which he made his other choices, he took 
his stand with “the best of the eighteenth -century prin- 
ciples of mental integrity and social equity.” “The rosy 
blush of . . . the Enlightenment,” he had written, 
“seems ... to be irretrievably fading,” but still he 
stuck with it. Not only did Weber possess “an extraor- 
dinarj- ethical sensitivity”: he was also one of the last 
great exponents of traditional humanist culture. “An 
impassioned defender of justice, ... he proved to be 
courageous in his fight against obscurity of thought^ 
prejudice of judgment, and 'injustice of action. Ulti- 
mately it was the moial dignity of reason which, re- 
gardless of historical destiny, constituted his faith.” ^ 

In this, as in so much else, Weber summed up the 
work of his contemporaries. Like them, he had declared 
for the Enlightenment malgre tout. In common with 
Fieud, he had proclaimed the supreme virtue of reason 
even as he had explicitly recognized the irrational ori- 
gin of human conduct. In company with Sorel and 
Croce— but going far beyond them— he had defined 
with a new rigor the epistemological basis of historical 
and social investigation: he had established perma- 
nently valid criteria for arriving at an understanding of 
the human world. Finally, like Mosca and Pareto, he 

® Max Weber*. PolitikeT, Forscher, Philosoph (Bremen, 1946), 
p. 56. 

1 Protestant Ethtc, p. 182; Arnold Bergstracsscr : Wilhelm 
Dilthey and Max Weber: An Empirical Approach to Historical 
Synthesis," Ethics, LVII (January 1947), 
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had given due recognition to the role of Elites in history 
and to^he overriding influence of force and unethical 
behavior in the settlement of human affairs. But he had 
penetrated more deeply than Pareto into the nature of 
political action. He had seen that more than force and 
fraud were involved: politics, he realized, consisted of 
something beyond mere jungle warfare among embat- 
tled power groups; ultimately it was, a contest of ethical 
values.® 

Alone of his contemporaries, Weber was able to 
bridge the chasm between positivism and idealism. In 
the taut formulas of his methodology, he united the 
residual positivism of Freud and Pareto and Durkheim 
with what he had found valid in the tradition of Dil- 
they and Croce. In so doing, he, like them, abandoned 
to the realm of the irrational — to the unconscious — a 
vast field that could never be more than partially com- 
prehensible. But in return he had won for social 
thought a complete autonomy within the field in which 
it had chosen to operate. Self-limitation, he realized, 
was the prior condition to intellectual liberation: the 
recognition of the irrational and the insistence on rig- 
orous scientific procedures were only superficially in 
contrast. As against the dogmatism of the positivist 
and Marxian traditions, as against the invertebrate “in- 
tuitionism’' of the idealists, W^ber had anchored social 
thought in a ‘"fictional” theory' that asked only to be 
judged by its results. 


* Rossi: Storicimio tedesco, p. 380. 



CHAPTER 



Tfic, European Imagination 
and the First World War 


I N the present chapter and the one following, the dis- 
cussion will shift to a slightly different plane. We 
shall still be on the ‘"highef rather than the “lower" 
level of intellectual history. But we shall be dealing 
with figures who were closer to the popular world of 
discourse than were the giants of the generation of the 
1890's— slightly younger men in nearly every case, essay- 
ists or imaginative writers whose rhythms of thought 
accorded better with the temper of the general edu- 
cated public than did the austere lucubrations of the 
philosophers and social scientists whom we have been 
considering up to now. We shall be tracing one of the 
fashions in which the diflfusion of the older men's ideas 
started. The less ngo’-ous writers of a half generation 
younger than the great intellectual innovators— who, 
however, still thought of themselves as direct partici- 
pants in the decisive experience of their elders— served 
as an initial line of transmission to the true popularizers 
of the generation following. 
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Meantime these younger writers were themselves the 
senior irysmbers of the new age group that was coming 
to maturity in the early twentieth century. In this ca- 
pacity, they acted as connecting links with a generation 
that in many respects was in radical contrast with the 
generation that has up to now occupied our attention. 
Born in the 1870's, men like Pegiiy and IIcssc, Proust 
and Mann, could mediate betueen their elders who 
had been born in the late 18150's or the i86o's and their 
immediate juniors, born in the i88o's, who were just 
reaching manhood in the first decade of the twentieth 
century. This new generation has yet to be described. 
It falls outside the sphere of our stndv, consisting as it 
does of those whose major period of prodnctiiitv came 
after the First World War and, in a number of cases, 
still continues today. But w'c need to outline its salient 
characteristics if wc are to understand how it hap- 
pened that bv the outbreak of (he war so many of the 
generation of the ]8()o's felt themselves to be losing 
touch with their own spiritual descendants. 


I. The Ceneration of 1905: 

In the retrospect of the war itself, the \car igoi; most 
cleailv offcicd tlic watershed. It marked the fust time 
for a quartei century that ah Europe seemed astir, d’hc 
revolution in Russia had come as the first major social 
disturbance since the Paris Commun-. of 1871— and for 
a moment the Socialist parties of h'lance and Clcr- 
man\, Austria and Italy, had faced the embarrassing 
prospect that they might be obliged to give reality to 
the Marxist professions tliat had gradually been trans- 
formed into little more than a litany for the faithful. 
The revolutionary danger soon passe 1 . But the effects 
of the other decisive event of the ycai —the First Mo- 
roccan Crisis— were not to be eradicated so quickly. 
From 1905 on, one diplomatic crisis followed on an- 
other in regular succession. The shock of Tangiers— as 
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P^guy put it— ‘'within the space of . . . two hours” in- 
troduced a new epoch in his own life, as it did in the 
history of his country and of the world. ^ For the next 
decade the youth of Europe lived and breathed in an 
atmosphere of impending war. 

It was this prospect of war service which most sharply 
marked off the new generation from those who had 
reached intellectual matunty in the 1890's. By 1901;, 
men like Freud and Weber, Durkheim and Bergson, 
Mosca and Croce, were already getting too old for 
front-line duty. Of them, Weber alone put on a uni- 
form during the war, and even he was not permitted 
to engage in actual combat. 'Ihc war, when it came, 
was not their war: it was their sons' war. For them the 
decisive experience had been the intellectual rcnew'al 
of the 1890's — or perhaps, in the case of the French, 
the defense of Captain Dre\fus. Foi the generation 
of their sons the great event was obviously the war it 
self. Here we find a dramatic instance of the contrast- 
ing experiences that serve to demarcate one age git)np 
from another in intellectual history. 

Living as it did in a state of nearly constant war alert, 
the new generation was more impatient than that of 
its fathers. It respected its elders: m this it diffcied 
from the conventional image of a younger geneiation. 
But it was looking for something more arresting and 
dogmatic than its seniors had provided. It admired the 
discoveries they liad made — but it understood these dis- 
coveries in cruder fashion. Where tlic wTiters of the 
1890's had restricted themselves to a questioning of the 
potentialities of reason, the young men of 1Q05 became 
frank irralionalists or even anti rationalists. This cincial 
distinction, which so often remains blurred m the liis- 
torv of ideas in our century, was largely a matter of 
contrasting age groups. The younger men were no 
longer satisfied with the urbane detachment of their 


1 Notre Paine (originally published in the Cahiers de la 
Qutnzaine, October 22, 1905) (Pans, 1915), p. 120. 
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elders. Everywhere they were in search of an ideal and 
a faith. • 

Thus in Germany they began to apply the teachings 
of Nietzsche in the sense of direct action, and thought 
of themselves as that “first generation of fighters and 
dragon-slayers” whom he had called on to establish 
the “Reich of Youth.” One of Nietzsche's self-styled 
disciples — Stefan George — became their poet: from 
George they learned to regard themselves as a new 
spiritual aristocracy, with a lofty if ill-defined mission. 
The newly formed youth groups gave them an organiza- 
tional outlet and an intoxicating sense of physical and 
spiritual liberation. Ten months before the outbreak of 
the war, in October 1913, representatives of the Free 
German Youth assembled on the Hohen Meissner hill 
in central Germany and drew up a melodramatic pledge 
to “take united action . . . under any and all circum- 
stances ... for the sake of . . . inner freedom.” It 
was young people of this sort that Weber encountered 
four years later, when, at a gathering at Buig Lauen- 
stein in Thuringia, he declined to serve as the prophet 
for whom they longed.^ 

In Italy the years between the turn of the century 
and the First World War brought into prominence 
new writers, new reviews, and new political organiza- 
tions. I’he reaction from pontivism that in Croce's 
case had expressed itself in rational and measured form, 
with the younger generation became a ];ind of spiritual 
explosion. Nationalism in politics, dynamism and “Fu- 
turism” in literature, above all the example—both artis- 
tic and personal— of the flamboyant word-magician 
Gabriele D'Annunzio, marked the changed temper of 
Italian youth. It was not until the review La Voce was 
founded in Florence in 1908, that some of the new 
writers were able to collaborate with rheyr elders in 

2 Klemens von Klemperer: Germany s New Conservatism: Its 
History and Dilemma in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, 
N.J., 19^7), pp. 43-6; Marianne Weber: Max Weber: Ein 
Lebensbild, new edition (Heidelberg, 1950), pp. 642-7. 
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reconciling a moderate type of nationalism with the 
older liberal tradition. 

From his scholarly eminence, Croce watched the 
growing effervescence with a sympathy tinged with fa- 
therly reproach-much as the elderly Goethe was alter- 
nately flattered and embarrassed at the honor paid him 
by the German Romanticists. This excited stirring, he 
implied, would be all to the good, if it were properly 
controlled and moderated. For D'Annunzio, however, 
he had only words of reproof. It was quite wrong, he 
insisted, to couple their names in any way: “D'Annun- 
zianism in the proper sense" belonged to the genera- 
tion that had “grown up since 1890"; he himself and 
the poet of youth were “spiritually of two different 
races." 

Though here and there D'Annunzio's art won my 
admiration, I never felt even a fleeting and senti- 
mental agreement with the ethics which he sug- 
gested or preached outright. ... I cannot remgm- 
ber that I ever for a single moment lost my hold 
on the distinction between sensuous refinement 
and spiritual fineness, erotic flights and moral ele- 
vation, sham heroism and stern duty.® 

It was in France, however, that the cleavage between 
generations was most self-consciously delineated, and 
it is from here that we shall chiefly draw the literary 
evidences of a changed temper. In France after the turn 
of the century, as in Germany a decade earlier, the 
young people began to declare themselves Nietzsche- 
ans. Andre Gide's The Immoralisty published in 1902, 
is an early example. Subsequently, still younger writers 
like Alain-Fournier were to recognize the influence, 
cither explicit cr unconscious, of Nietzsche on their 
own thought.^ But in France the Nietzscheans were 

® **Contributo alia critica di me stesso** (1918) (reprinted as 
an appendix to Etica e politica [Bari, 1931]), translated by R. G. 
Collingwood as An Autobiography (Oxfoid, 1927), pp. 86-7. 

* Genevieve Bianquis: Nietzsche en France (Paris, 1929), pp. 
62-7. Compare the more deprecating statements about Nietzsche 



• 9* European Imagination and World War 341 

only a minority. It was Bergson, rather, who ranked as 
the tutelary deity of the new generation. After 1905 the 
educated youth of France became militantly '*Berg- 
sonian.'" 

The young people seized hold of Bergson with avid- 
ity and interpreted him according to their own tastes. 
They read into his teaching the notion of direct-action 
politics — usually of the Right— which was distinctly in 
contrast with his own convictions, and of dogmatic re- 
ligion, on which his personal position still remained 
obscure. As so often has happened in the history of 
ideas, the originator of the doctrine lost control of his 
own creation: his disciples escaped fiom his tutelary 
guidance. For the half-decade before the First World 
War, ' Bergsonism’' was living a life of its own, almost 
independent of its founder. 

It was a curious phenomenon, this new generation 
in which the sons were more conservative than the 
fathers. "Ihc latter had done battle for the innocence 
of Drcvfus and fought the power of the “reactionaries” 
and the clergy. Their children were as likely as not to 
embrace the neo-royalism of Charles Maurras and the 
Action Frdngaise, or the milder version of conservative 
nationalism preached by the novelist Maurice Barr^s. 
At the Ecolc Normale Superieure the influence of Lu- 
cien Herr, the librarian, and f Jean Janres, the great 
Socialist alumnus, began to wane: Leon Blum— who 
three decades later w'as to be prime m roister of France, 
but who at this period still ranked oriv as a brilliant 
lawyer and a rather precious litterateur— y,’Sis one of the 
last of their great converts. And, to the more critical of 
the younger minds, Blum seemed rather superficial; he 
still took Jaurcs's rolling periods seriously.'’ 

Another reason for the declining influence of Social- 
ism — and of Left politics in general— a -lopg the edu- 

in the entry for November 4, 1927, in Gide's Journal 1889-1939 
(Paris, 1948), translated and edited by Justin O'Brien as The 
Journals of Andre Gide (New York, 1947-9), II, 419-20. 

® Entiy for April 27, 1906, Ibid., I, 181. 
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cated youth of France, had been the exploitation of 
the Dreyfusard victory. Beginning in igc^i, the tri- 
umphant Radicals had inaugurated a policy of ideo- 
logical revenge. Freemasons were encouraged to spy on 
Army officers of clerical inclinations, and there began 
the systematic suppression of religious orders and teach- 
ing establishments that culminated in 1905 in the sepa- 
ration of Church and state. As the monks and nuns 
emigrated abroad, as weeping children were forced out 
of schoolrooms by armed soldiery, 'the great pity of 
the churches of France” (to use Harris's phrase) began 
to disturb the consciences even of those who had hith- 
erto been neutral in religious matters. And to some of 
these, the support that Jaures was giving to the anti- 
clerical campaign seemed like a kind of apostasy. Tak- 
ing full advantage of his privileged status as an intel- 
lectual in politics, Jaures threw "'an oratorical and 
poetic veil over the dirty business” by giving it an 
‘‘appearance of lofty philosophical reason that to the 
naive” made it “appear sublime.” Others, however, like 
P^guy or even Proust, '^ould not stomach the fact tlfat 
“the same people who had turned the country upside 
down in order that it should not be said that in France 
a man had suffered on uccount of his race and his reli- 
gion,” were now “expelling the teaching orders and de- 
claring war on everything religious.” ® As the Jewish 
journalist Bernard La/arc put it. the fact that the cleri- 
cals had plagued people like himself for years was no 
reason to turn around and do the same to them.^ 

In 1900, in intellectual circles, it had been bad form 
to be a practicing Catholic. By 1910, while the majority 
still consisted of unbelievers — philosophical positivists 
for the most part— a growing minority of the sensitive 
and discriminating spirits were returning to the faith in 
which they, had been baptized. A few great conversions 

® J^r6inc and Jean I'haraud: Notre Cher Peguy (Paris, 1926), 
I, 221, 23J-6, 

^ Charles P^guy: Notre Jeunesse (originally published in the 
Cahiers de la Quinzaine^ July 17, 1910) (Paris, 1933), p- 
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had served as examples—the poet Paul Claudel from 
the elderst the philosopher Jacques Maritain in the 
younger generation. It was the latter who was to ap- 
peal in vain with the anti-clerical wife of P6guy to case 
her husband's torments of conscience by letting her 
children be baptized. 

In 1905 only three or four students at Normale 
openly professed their religious faith. By 1912 there 
were perhaps forty— a third of the student body. The 
great institution that had so long ranked as a ''citadel 
of bantering agnosticism" was gradually being pene- 
trated by the new spirit.* And the same thing was 
going on in other educational centers and other intel- 
lectual circles. This changed attitude toward things 
religious has been admirably documented by Andr6 
Gide's younger friend and literary associate, Roger 
Martin du Card. In his novel Jean Barois, published in 
1913, Martin du Card traced the spiritual pilgrimage 
of his own generation. With an acute sense for the 
nuances of religious scruple, he depicted the slow 
transformation of a child's tender, naive piety into a 
"Modernist" interpretation of dogma in a symbolic 
sense. But in the case of the fictitious Jean Barois, as 
with so many of his actual contemporaries, Catholic 
"Modernism” could be only an uneasy compromise: 
the Pope himself was to condemn it. Beyond it lay an 
aggressive irreligion of a materialist and positivist type, 
and beyond that in turn a final reconciliation with the 
Church. In this intellectual progression, Martin du 
Card’s protagonist seemed typical of the new century. 
But for religiously minded readers the book had a dis- 
concerting backtwist: Jean Barois's return to Catholi- 
cism was denied the character of conscious and respon- 
sible choice— it was the despairing product of sickness, 
personal miser}', and fear of death. , 

Thus Jean Barois is still a transition figure, hovering 

* Jacques Chastenet: Vne Epoque patMtique: la France de 
M. Falliiret (Paris, 1949), p. 218. 
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in unhappy self-division between the skepticism of the 
older liberal faiths and the dogmatisms of the future. 
When as a middle-aged man he is faced with two uni- 
versity students come to enlighten him on the new ten- 
dencies among French youth, he finds that they are 
speaking an unfamiliar and rather frightening lan- 
guage. He is repelled by their denigration of science 
and their cult of force. To him they represent a mere 
“reaction”: in their own eyes they are the bearers of 
spiritual renewal. 

With this contrast, we touch the central ambiguity 
in the generation of 1905. In France— and the same was 
true in Germany— during the years just before the out- 
break of the war there reigned among the youtli a spirit 
that combined respect for authority with the cult of 
spontaneous creation. Depending on where they have 
chosen to lay their emphasis, historians of the epoch 
have judged it very differently. On the one hand, they 
have found in it a threatening proto-fascist atmospl^ere, 
on the other hand a renaissance of culture and of living 
brutally cut off at its start. This was the generation of 
French and Germans of whom the best were to perish 
in battle— or so, at least, their contemporaries saw it. 
And the tragic irony of the matter was that they greeted 
the outbreak of the slaughter with enthusiasm. The 
more bellicose felt at last within their grasp the life of 
action for which they had longed. The more reflective 
welcomed it as a deliverance from unfruitful anticipa- 
tion: “Better that war should come,” they repeated, 
“than to go on with this perpetual waiting.” ® 


® Pierre Andreu: Notre Maitre, M. Sorel (Paris, 1955), P- 
89, quoting Dneu La Rochelle; Chastenet: La France de M. 
FaiUieres, pp. 11-12, 353. 
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• II. Peguy and Alain-F ournier 

‘I have fought all my life on the frontiers,” ^ Peguy 
once wrote, and he meant it in at least two senses. In 
his blundering, obtuse search for intellectual honesty, 
in his impatience with the rhetorically facile and the 
ready-made, he did in fact try to dwell on the frontiers 
of thought. And from 1905 on, in his insistence on the 
menace that lay over France, he felt that he was en- 
gaged in a perpetual combat to protect his country’s 
borders. It was fitting that he should die at the head 
of his men in a stubborn skirmish just short of Paris 
only a month after tht. declaration of war. 

We have encountered Peguy repeatedly in the earlier 
chapters of this study. He has figured more particularly 
as a disciple of Bergson and as a friend and intellectual 
comDanion to Sorel. Bergson he had first met during 
his student da^s at the Ecole Normale Snperieure; the 
‘'marvellous teaching” of the extraordinary young lec- 
turer had taken Peguy "by storm.” 

He listened in silence, took no part in the discus- 
sions, did no written work. Such was the way of 
this "ardent, gloomy, stupid young man.” Bergson 
took no notice, having be. n told this was a special 
case, and he might never have heard the sound of 
Pegin ’s voice, had he not stopped him one day in 
the School corridor: "I know you have put aside 
your personal work to give us your whole time. 
You should not do this. You have a book to write, 
and that should come before everything else,” he 
said, and then passed on.- 

^ 'Note conjointi (P6guy*s last woik, co.iiprising **Note sur 
M. Bergson et la philosophie bergsonienne" and conjointe 

sur M. Descartes et la philosophic cartesienne” the former origi- 
nally published in the Cahiers de la Quinzainc, April 26, 1914, 
the latter left unfinished at his death) (Paris^ 19^5), p. 276. 

2 Daniel Hal^vy: B6guy and Les Cahiers de la Quinziine 
(translation by Ruth Bethell of the revised version, published in 
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Subsequently, after Bergson had been appointed to the 
College de France, Peguy assiduously attended his lec- 
tures. Wrapped in his blue cape, he would sit high up 
in the far bank of seats, silently attentive to the mes- 
sage. 

Bergson lectured on Friday afternoons. At a quarter 
to 6ve Sorel would drop by at the office of the Cahiers 
de la Quinzaine to pick up Peguy and whatever friends 
of his were planning to attend. On Thursday after- 
noons also **le pere Sorely** as the much younger Peguy 
affectionately called him, would visit the latter's curious 
publishing establishment. Thursday was the time when 
the editor was ''at home" to friends, critics, and sub- 
scribers. In the tiny office the sole chair was reserved 
for Sorel; here the elderly polemicist, robust and white- 
bearded, would expatiate to the young men from his 
vast store of miscellaneous learning and prejudice.® 

Sorel and Peguy had in common their genuine popu- 
lar sympathies, their unbending moralism, their im- 
patience with intellectual rhetoric and cant, tfieir 
hatred of their country's political and academic elite. 
As polemicists, their minds worked in harmony. But in 
the range and st\le jf their thought, they diverged 
markedl)'. Sorel, we may recall, was a technician by 
training; his mind ran to the abstract; his style was 
condensed; he read enormously. Peguv scarcely had 
time to read at all; his own education had been literary 
and philosophical; and his wTiting was infinitely prolix. 
Sorel in his eccentric fashion touched on the world of 
social science: Peguy was exclusively a literary figure. 
He was a poet as well as an essayist — indeed, it was as 
the author of a long poem on Joan of Arc that in 1909 
he first became known to the general reading public. 

Thus Peguy offers a link between literature and so- 
cial thought., Similarly his career suggests an intermedi- 


France in 1940, of IlaUvy’s Charles Peguy et les Cahiers de la 
Quinzaine) (London, 1946), p. 29. 

* Ibid., pp. 62-5. 
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ate plane somewhere between the abstract reflections of 
his elders^and the intense political allegiances charac- 
teristic of the generation of 1905. P^guy's own ideologi- 
cal position is so special that it fits into none of the 
conventional categories of French politics. He shared 
with Maurras and Barres the role of a nationalist 
prophet— yet he insisted on his republicanism and his 
socialist aspirations. He agreed with Alain in cham- 
pioning the rights of the common citizen against the 
bureaucracy— yet he differed totally with Alain in his 
judgment of Jaures, the Radical party, and the anti- 
clerical legislation of the period 1901-5. Durkheim he 
hated as one of the supreme pontiffs of the "'intellec- 
tual party’" that from its fortress of the Sorbonne ruled 
the cultural life of France yet in the tumults of the 
Dreyfus case he had shouted ""rally” and set off with 
his heavy stick to defend the sociologist’s classes from 
the attacks of nationalist students. P6guy was perpet- 
ually cutting across one or another of the cleavages that 
divided French life into neat compartments. His 
changes, like Sorel’s, bewildered his friends and admir- 
ers. Yet in some sense that he alone fully understood, 
he remained true to an intensely personal concept of 
what his life and work meant. 

To his contemporaries, even to those who disliked 
what he stood for, Peguy see.ned a totally ""pure” char- 
acter— a A and leader, only slightly older than 

they, of the generation that was to be tried by fire in 
the terrible years after 1914. 

In 1894 when, at the age of twenty-one, P^guy ar- 
rived at Normale, he was already a very special figure. 
He was a true son of the people, he was a bit older 
than his classmates, and he had given advance warning 
that he would not submit to the sort of hazjng that was 

* Sec particularly the four essays, originally published in the 
Cahiers de la Quinzaine, November 4, Deceml^r 2, 1906, and 
February 3, October 6, 1907, and suDsequently collect^ under 
the title Situations (Paris, 1940). 
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customary at the school. The fact that he had attained 
to these rarefied educational heights at all v^as a trib- 
ute both to his own perseverance and to the perspicac- 
ity of the teachers who had singled him out for en- 
couragement. And it offered the isolated example which 
proved that the democratic ideal in French education 
was something more than a polite fiction. 

Writing five years after Pcgiiy's death and only three 
years before his own, Georges Sorel retrospectively 
questioned whether his former friend’s career as a 
normalien had actiiallv been to his advantage. For it 
had 

placed him in a milieu for which he felt no sym- 
pathy. Since he did not succeed in bowing to the 
demands that middle-class conventions impose on 
the sons of the so-called ruling classes, he suffered 
all his life from being treated as a rebel by people 
who were complete strangers to his popular in- 
stincts. Moreover, academic rhetoric weighed heav- 
ily on his style, causing him to consider as an 
enrichment of thought, a superabundance of 
epithets, a proliferation of parallel forms, and a 
refinement of unexpected figures of speech, which 
surprise the reader without teaching him very 
much.® 

At Normale, Peguy, like Durkheim— but for rather 
different reasons— was a misfit and an exotic. Among 
this band of superlatively articulate young men from 
the cultivated classes, Peguy, the son of a widowed 
chair-mender from Orleans, was too slow, too somber, 
too massively serious about all his concerns. His fellow 
students could not help but respect him — a few years 
later they and their juniors followed without question 
when he asrumed command in the street battles of the 
Dreyfus era— but they found him a difficult man to 
live with. Peguy must have known he was out of place. 


® ‘Charles La Ronda, I (April 1919), 58-9. 
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In 1898 he took leave of the school. He married, he 
failed hia examinations for the agr^gation, and then, 
with the prospects of regular academic advancement 
cut off, he proceeded to make his own way as an in- 
dependent journalist in the French intellectual world. 

For a brief period he served as the editor of a regular 
Socialist review. But he soon quarreled with Jaur^is, 
Herr, Blum, and the other party intellectuals, and in 
1900 he founded his own unique publication. The 
Cahiers de la Quinzaine— the fortnightly notebooks, as 
the title may roughly be translated -- was not really a 
periodical at all. Each cahier consisted of a separate 
book or long essay, a large numbci of which Peguy 
wrote himself. In a veiy special sense it was his personal 
publication: as an artisan from childhood, he devoted 
his minute attention to every phase of its production; 
each cahier, he insisted, must be perfect, each tiny 
printer’s error tracked down. 

The Cahiers de la Quinzaine had less than a thou- 
sand subscribers, it struggled along perpetually on the 
verge of financial collapse, but for the first decade of 
the century it ranked as one of the most original and 
stimulating publications in the whole of Europe. Peguy 
brought to it a provincial freshness and an uncompro- 
mising stubbornness in argument. And as friends and 
contributors he gathered around him an unconven- 
tional dite of the younger Dreyfusards— plus, of course, 
the irrepressible Sorel. 

Toward the end of the decade, however, the Cahiers 
were shaken by a series of explosions. In iqo8, Peguy 
announced his conversion to Catholicism — a direct slap 
at the majority of his subscribers, militant freethinkers 
such as he had once been himself. Two year^ later, in 
Notre Jeunesse, he lashed out at the * xploitation of the 
Dreyfusard victory— thereby antagonizing another influ- 
ential group of supporters. Finally, in 1912, there came 
his break with Sorel. The circumstances of this rupture 
seem almost too stupid to be true. Julien Benda, one of 
the numerous intellectual Jews affiliated with the 
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Cahiers circle, had published a novel entitled UOrdina- 
tion, Sorel—prude that he was— had condenyied it as 
pornographic. Hence, when the novel missed receiving 
the Prix Goncourt, Peguy blamed the failure on SoreVs 
machinations, and asked the latter to visit the Cahiers 
no more. Sorel stayed away: the two ceased seeing each 
other altogether.® 

Doubtless the split had deeper reasons. P^guy and 
Sorel were both cutting across the usual French cleav- 
ages, but for a number of years they had been cutting 
in opposite directions. At the start they had both been 
republican, socialist, and freethinking But now Sorel 
was coquetting with royalism, and Peguy had returned 
to the Church. Each had advanced toward the enemy 
on the right, but in a different and contradictory fash- 
ion. Sorel, we hear, simply did not take Peguy^s con- 
version seriously. And the latter was convinced that 
Sorel was doing all in his power to undermine the isitua- 
tion of the Cahiers, 

During the last two years of his life, Peguy livecT in 
pitiable poverty and isolation. The Cahiers were quite 
obviously running dry. And he himself had quarreled 
with nearly all his friends. Benda was almost the only 
one who remained, and with him, as we shall see, Peguy 
had scarcely anything in common.^ He had become 
suspect to the Left. But the Catholics and the Right 
were not ready to welcome him: with his maniage still 
unblessed by the Church and his children still unbap- 
tized, he could not be in formal communion with his 
faith. And when in early June 1914, Bergson's books — 
despite Peguy's powerfully reasoned arguments — were 
put on the Index, the condemnation of his own work 
seemed only a matter of time. Two months later Peguy 
had every reason to welcome the outbreak of war. 

® See the accounts in Andreu: Sorel, pp 272-86; Halevy. 
P^guy and Les Cahiers. pp. 171-2; Tharaud: Notre Cher Peguy, 

See Chapter 10. But also note P^giiy’s characterization of 
his own relationship to Benda in Note conjointe, pp. 62-9. 
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He had always enjoyed military service, and he dc- 
parted for the front with joy in his heart. And when 
he fell with a bullet through his head on the eve of the 
Battle of the Marne, men recalled the lines he had 
published nine months earlier: 

Heureux ceux qui sont marts dans les grandes batailles 
Couches dessus le sol d la face de Dieu,^ 

Peguy wrote of his own literary style: “Wc shall be 
obliged to proceed by different approaches and by suc- 
cessive excavations ... by soundings that, we shall 
push as far as we can, by partial advances, by tunneling, 
and by all the sapper’s arts.” Or— changing the meta- 
phor— ‘‘even if we do not make interpolations, if we 
go straight on, without interruption, in the direction 
and to the extent that . . . reality itself is straight and 
uninterrupted, [even then] we do not know, we cannot 
know, whether we shall reach our goal, whether we 
shall ever arrive anywhere/’ ® For Gide, Peguy’s writing 
was a kind of “intellectual stuttering’' — a stammer in 
the thought.^ This was its weakness, and this was at 
the same time its strength. When Peguy wrote, he 
never altered a word: it all came out with the same mas- 
sive inevitability that was characteristic of the way he 
lived his life. 

Peguy’s style of thought represented an effort to ap- 
ply the Bergsonian metaphysics— an effort to embrace 
the contours of life itself. Hence there is in it no 
straight logical sequence. It modulates, rather, from 
one statement to the next. It proceeds by slight cumula- 
tive changes in each succeeding sentence until a new 
statement is finally reached. Thus the literary manner- 
isms that annoy Pdguy’s readers— the repetitions, the 
endless employment of synonyms (v hVh are seldom, in 
fact, totally synonymous) — are actually essential to his 

* "'Blessed are those who have died in great battles, 

Lying upon the ground in the sight of God.*' 

* SituationSt pp. 8, 105. 

1 Entry for May 7, 191a, Journals of Andr^ Gide, I, 329, 
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method. They leave with us an impression of density, 
of crablike crawling toward a conclusion whose con- 
tours have at length been fully delineated. At its best, 
this method may eventually attain to greater clarity 
than the more conventional approach by logical pro- 
gression. In its less successful applications, however, as 
Sorel saw, it turns into mere rhetoric— and this was 
what P6guy was striving at all costs to avoid. 

P^guy scorned mere literary style. In this regard, he 
was the most un-French of writers. And in this respect 
also, he was more truly Bergsonian than the master 
himself, whose prose was usualh- impeccable. In fact, 
Peguy’s work suggested the technical limitations of the 
whole Bergsonian approach; language — and more par- 
ticularly the French language — was simply not built 
for it. 

Peguy had learned at Normale to be Bergson's disci- 
ple. But before that he had been the son of peasants, 
and a peasant he remained in the slowness of 
thought and the slowness of his expression— which was, 
perhaps, all the surer for that. Beneath the literary cul- 
ture with which his formal education had provided him, 
this was Peguy's solid core. In the Cahiers, he said, he 
would refuse to print anything that was not a product 
of personal experience — “that we have not gone 
through ourselves.'' He demanded total integrity; such 
was his characteristic contribution to French intellec- 
tual life. 

Considered in this light, the divergent political and 
social doctrinf’s he espoused have their own stubborn 
unity. Peguy always thought of himself as a socialist — 
but a socialist of a quite different breed from the party 
politicians who tried to monopolize the title. These, 
Peguy argued, wcie mere bourgeois demagogues who 
had no real understanding for what the common people 
actually thought and felt. His own vision, like Sorel's, 
was of a cite of the future, which would restore the no- 
tion of pride in honest labor and production. Far from 
wanting to add the new disorder of social unrest to the 
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old disorder of capitalism, what Peguy was seeking was 
"to inaugurate, to restore an order, a new, old order; 
new, antique; in no way modem; an order of hard work, 
an order of labor, a workingman’s order. ...” * 

Was he a democrat? Certainly he had no faith in the 
mere counting of votes and manipulation of majorities. 
But in a sense in which Sorel could never be numbered 
among democrats, Peguy was one of them. He had 
none of Sorel’s destructive negativism. Indeed, he was 
almost childlike in his acceptance of the popular 
French mystique of the Republic and the Revolution. 
His notion of the good government was apparently that 
of a broadly based aristocracy of nature founded on 
hard work and personal worth. And when he had de- 
clared himself a Catholic, he brought to his religious 
faith a similar conviction of the inherent virtue of 
popular values and the popular understanding of Ca- 
tholicism. Charity, he contended, should be restored to 
the center of Christian doctrine: the current identifica- 
tion of the Church with the interests of the upper 
classes was a terrible aberration from the teachings of 
Christ. 

In the France of 1910 Peguy’s combination of mili- 
tant republicanism and Catholicism was something 
of an ideological novelty. But to Peguy himself, there 
was no radical contradiction in his double allegiance. 
Each represented a mystique: together they offered the 
two great systems of belief that had made the French 
people a unique achievement of history. To Peguy a 
mystique meant what was noble and fresh and bright 
in a social or religious conviction: a politique repre- 
sented its degeneration into what was petty and self- 
seeking. "Everything begins as a mystique” he de- 
clared, "and ends as a politique ” He was writing 
specifically of the Dreyfus case. But he was also think- 
ing in more general terms of the whole nature of moral 

2 'Notre feunesse, pp. 144-*;; see also F^‘licicn Challaye; P^guy 
socialiste (Paris, 1954), Chapter 3. 
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forces in history and society. Two mystiques, he wrote, 
are much less inimical to each other than are«the two 
politiques to which they correspond. Indeed, one might 
go so far as to say that one mystique has more in com- 
mon with the mystique opposed to it than it has with 
the politique that is called by its own name. Thus 
Peguy saw no contradiction in predicting that ''in the 
same . . . profound movement’' tlie two great mys- 
tiques of republicanism and Christianity would revive 
together.® Together they would lift France to new 
heights of fraternal endeavor. 

And so after his death in battle Peguy became a 
symbol of the unity of the French people, which a cen 
tury and a quarter of political and religious strife had 
so grievously divided. Like Joan of Arc, whose praises 
he had sung, Peguy was elevated to the position of a 
national institution. In the period between the wars 
he ranked as a minor poet and a major prophet. It was 
the Second World War, however, that completed his 
apotheosis. In the occupation and resistance of 1940 
to 1944, Peguy spoke with the voice of a martyred peo- 
ple. From extreme Right to extreme Left, m all social 
classes and all ideological camps, he was quoted again 
and again as the writer who had shown the French na- 
tion the way back to its own soul. 

For the French, Peguy obviously has a personal sig- 
nificance in which no foreigner can entirely share. By 
the same token the French view of him tends to be un- 
critical: nearly all the Peguy liteiature is inspired by 
reverent affection. We who stand a little outside his 
immediate orbit may try to reach a judgment that is 
less emotionally colored. 

Peguy obviously left behind him no major work of 
speculative prose. He thought in fragments— in sudden 
juxtapositions of the unexpected. This was his great 
strength— indeed, from an intellectual standpoint al- 


• 'Noire Jeuncsse, pp. 17, 27, 50. 
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most his only strength. Yet we cannot dismiss him as 
simply ^ minor essayist: there is something too com- 
pelling about him for that. At the same time— just as 
with his own groping fashion of writing— his signifi- 
cance is difficult to pin down. His thought eludes us. 
Perhaps the best we can say is that Peguy has a talent 
for putting familiar things in a way that is so different 
from the ordinary that their original reality and fresh- 
ness are restored to them. 

Let me give a final example. In a period of almost 
uriiversal nationalist agitation, in a period when nearly 
eveiy'one thought he knew what a nation or a people 
was, Peguy wrote of peoples in a fashion that could not 
fail to jar and to give pause. For what he said disrupted 
the cliches both of the nationalists and of the inter- 
nationally minded humanitarians. Take what he wrote 
of the Jews, more particularly in his unforgettable por- 
trait of Bernard Lazare, the journalist who almost 
singlchanded had leopened the Dreyfus case. This pic- 
ture of a profoundly wounded people, of a '‘chosen race 
of anxiety,’' is suffused with affection. It offers a direct 
challenge to the cultivated hatred of the anti-Semites. 
But at the same time it is vaguely troubling. For it has 
none of the assimilationist sentimentality, the glossing 
over of distinctions characteristic of “tolerant” Gen- 
tiles. On the contrary Peguy pushes his analysis of the 
dissimilarities between Jew and Christian to the point 
of intolerable paradox. He dwells on every sign, exter- 
nal or spiritual, of a profound difference in mystique. 
“The Jew,” he declares in a passage that has become 
famous, “is a man who has always read,” the Protestant 
has read for three hundred years, the Catholic for only 
two generations.^ 

Similarly with his own people. P*'guy knew the 
French people, “poor and Catholic,” with a direct ex- 
perience in which few of his literary countrymen have 
been able to share. In Notre Patrie he caught a vision 


Ibid., pp. 72 /f; Note conjointe, p. 82. 
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of what the French actually were like in their moments 
of naive enthusiasm. They were tired of Socialist 
speech-making, bored with the adult-education courses 
that the Dreyfusards had offered them. What they ap- 
preciated was a good show— military music, horses, 
and marching men. They did not really believe the 
anti-militarist speeches that they applauded. And this 
''duplicity'' infuriated Peguy. One must be honest 
about it, he argued, “one must be for or against war," 
not merely in rhetoric, but with all one's soul. He him- 
self had chosen for war. And, long before most intel- 
lectuals had swung around to the same conclusion, he 
had correctly gauged the temper of his own people. 
They too had decided for war— as had the Geimans 
also. August 1914 was to show how right Peguy had 
been. 

The act of Peguy's that has taken on the greatest 
symbolic significance was the pilgrimage he made pn 
foot from Pans to Chartres in June of 1912. According 
to one account, the young Ala in-Fournier accompanied 
him on a second expedition he made six months or a 
year later. Another version has it that the latter twice 
planned to go with Peguy to Chartres and both times 
was prevented by a last-minute change of plans.^ In any 
event, the two were friends, and to the French of their 
own and succeeding generations they have seemed to 
represent the same kind of aspirations, Alain-Fournier 
was thirteen years younger than Peguy; he was gentler 
—indeed not combative in the slightest; he was ex- 
clusively a literary figure and quite uninterested in poli- 
tics. But he shared with Peguy that striving for spiritual 
purity which had so deep an appeal for the generation 
of 1905. And, like Peguy, he perished in battle during 
the first weeks of the war— simply swallowed up in the 

® Compare the accounts in Hal6vy: P 6 guy and Les Cahicrs, 
pp. 169-70, and Robert Gibson* The Quest of Alain-Fourmer 
(New Haven, Conn., 1954), pp. 239-40, 286. 
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inferno of combat, without sight or trace, two weeks 
after th# death of his older friend. 

He left behind him the record of an existence that 
was pathetic in its brevity and its lack of fulfillment. 
His childhood had been too happy: the son of a village 
schoolmaster in the center of France near Bourges, he 
had been surrounded by tenderness, by the reassurance 
of ancient custom, by the poetic promptings of nature. 
When he was just turning twelve he had been sent to a 
Paris lyc^e. Subsequently he studied in Brittany, in 
England, and again in Paris. He suffered desperately 
from the brutalities and humiliations of military serv- 
ice. F^veiitually in shy, tentative fashion he began to 
write and to win the approval of Gide and other leaders 
of the literary avant-garde in the capital. By the time 
the war broke out, he had made a small literary reputa- 
tion of . his own. It was all to no avail. Nothing could 
console him for the loss of the innocence and emo 
tioiial warmth of childhood. And nothing could make 
up for the fact that the beautiful girl he had seen a 
handful of times and whom he had worshiped from 
a distance had become the wife of another man. For 
Alain-Fournier also, the war came as a deliverance. 

Yet out of the sad fragments of his life, out of the 
memories of childhood and the disappointments of ma- 
tuiity, he had succeeded in fashioning one great novel. 
To the generation of 1905, Le Grand Meaulnes is the 
most touching of memorials. It evokes the freshness of 
a world newly seen, of sensations and emotions to 
which the full purity of original recognition has been 
restored. Like the work of Peguy, it is a most un-French 
affair: there is scarcely an erotic note in it. It lifts us 
completely out of the nineteenth century— *out of its 
^'realistic” world of bourgeois manners and the obses- 
sion of adultery. Alain-Fournier’s novel leaves all this 
far behind: it is, rather, the story of a search— a search 
for innocence and for something more that cannot be 
explained but can only be divined in our moments of 
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most intense consciousness. "‘I am searching/' Alain- 
Fournier wrote, • 

for something still more mysterious. It is the path 
told of in books, the ancient obstructed path, the 
path to which the weary prince could find no en- 
trance. It is found at last at the most forlorn hour 
of the morning, when you have long since for- 
gotten that eleven or twelve is abo^jt to strike. . . . 
And suddenly, as one thrusts aside bushes and 
brier, ... it appears in sight as a long shadowy 
avenue, with at its end a small round patch of 
light. 

ITie secret could be glimpsed but never fully known. 
''Our adventure,’* Meaulnes writes, “is at an end. Win- 
ter, this year, is as dead as the grave. Perhaps when we 
die, perhaps death alone will give us the key, the sequel 
and the end of this adventure that has failed.” ® 

III. The Novelist and the Bourgeois World: 

Gide and Mann 

Le Grand Meaulnes was originally published in the 
Nouvelle Revue Frangaise from July to November 
1913. This fact suggests the spiritual link between the 
world of Charles Peguy and the world of Andre Gide. 
For in the realm of pure literature, the Nouvelle Revue 
Frangaise had something of the same character of self- 
conscious integrity and impatience with the “ready- 
made” which the Cahiers de la Quinzaine stood for in 
the realm of writing that was politically engaged. 
Founded in 1908, eight years after the Cahiers, the 
Nouvelle Revue Frangaise was also a product of the stir- 
rings of the new century. It aimed at a “classicism” of 
thought and' expression — “a vindication of the con- 
scious mind” through the exercise of “a rigorous critical 

® Translation by Frangoisc Dclisle as The V/anderer (Boston 
and New York, 1928), pp. 156, 176. I have altered the wording 
slightly. 
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vigilance/' At the same time it encouraged literary 
experimgntation. These two apparently contradictory 
goals were not in fact incompatible: in both respects, 
the review was trying to combat commercialism and 
cheap sophistication. Within the space of a very few 
years, the combination proved extraordinarily influ- 
ential. By 1914 the review had three times the subscrip- 
tion list of Peguy's Cahiers. And the publishing house 
that had been added to it in 1911 was becoming the 
most select in France; it offered the imprint which the 
aspiring young author above all desired to have on his 
work.^ After the war this position of prestige became 
overpowering: the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise and the 
affiliated publishing house of Gallimard achieved a 
near monopoly of first-rate literarj' talent. 

Among the group of six younger writers who had 
founded the review, Andre Gide was the most gifted 
and the nearest to being the guiding spirit. With Gide, 
we come to a new phenomenon in literary history. 
Earlier there had always existed the writer as artisan, 
the literary man who exercised his craft as naturally and 
un-selfconsciously as any other individual of talent 
dependent on a public for his livelihood. Up to the late 
eighteenth century, in fact, this was virtually the sole 
image of the artist that society knew. Then the Ro- 
mantic movement had created the notion of the artist 
as rebel, defiant of convention and alienated from his 
society. In one form or another, this image had pre- 
dominated in the public mind throughout the nine- 
teenth centuiy^ The Satanic destroyer, the child of 
scorn, the outcast of special tastes and cultivated de- 
pravity— all these had become stock figures in the post- 
Romantic era. 

Gide was something rather different. He was an im- 
mensely serious artist, ultra-scrupulous apd uncompro- 
mising in his literary standards. At the same time he fell 

^ Albert J. Gaerard: Andre Gide (Cambridge. Mass., 1951), 
p. 199; L^on Pierre-Quint, Andrd Gide, rhomme-sa vie son ceuvre- 
entretiens avec Gide et ses contemporains (Pans, 1952), pp 41-5. 
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into neither one of the usual categories of rebel or 
conformist. He was a product of the cultivated upper 
middle class and deeply rooted in its value-system and 
way of life. And for the first half of his life he made a 
conscientious effort to live— at least externally — in ac- 
cord with what it expected of him. Eventually the at- 
tempt proved impossible: the gap was too wide to be 
bridged. Yet Gide did not set himself up in one of the 
conventional nineteenth-century poses of alienation. 
He worked out his own adjustment to a situation of al- 
most unprecedented difficulty. In the process he created 
a twentieth-century image of the novelist nostalgic for 
the previous century's world of secure middle-class 
values yet forced against his will into opposing those 
values and declaring new ones. Thus Gide early real- 
ized that his personal existence was taking on a sym- 
bolic character — that men younger than he were look- 
ing to him for clues as to how the life of literary 
creation should be led. ^ 

''I have a horror of falsehood/' Gide once said to 
Jacques Maritain. “That is perhaps just where my Prot- 
estantism lurks. ' ® Gide's Protestant origin exacerbated 
the familiar sense of oisparity between the artist and 
his n.ilieu, and by the very fact of ancestral difference 
from his fellow citizens heightened his consciousness 
of the more disturbing differences he felt within him- 
self. The French Protestant community has historically 
been distinguished by its pride and the sense of special 
status it has derived from its position as a minority 
disproportionately influential in business, in public life,, 
and, above all, in intellectual pursuits. In his conscious- 
ness of being a member of a minority— selected out by 
God or fate for special purposes and special tempta- 
tions— Gide was and always remained a true French 
Protestant. And he was in the Calvinist tradition also 
in his cult of the perpetual “examination of conscience" 
—the ruthless, unremitting search for the unsuspected 
* Entry for December 21, 1923, Journals of Andri Gide, II, 
339 - 
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lapse from grace. Gide’s quest for total sincerity— like 
Weber’^— V'as a secularized variant of the Protestant 
ethic. The truth had to be found and publicly declared, 
whoever might be caught up in its wake of suffering. 

But how was one to know what the truth was? How 
was one to distinguish real sincerity from the plausible 
rationalizations that usually passed by that name? Long 
before he had read a line of Freud, Gide was tormented 
by this question. Without suspecting it, he had 
stumbled on the central problem posed by psychoan- 
alytic theory. I'hrough the characters in his novels, he 
had learned to test the traps with which the uncon- 
scious lay in wait for the unsuspecting — sexual desire 
lurking under shared religious devotion, murderous im- 
pulses behind the charming smiles of adolescent boys. 
Through his Journals he had simultaneously tried to 
peer down into his own depths — and what he found 
there would have given pause even to a man who was 
not, like Gidc, a devoted husband, a respectable citizen, 
and a proud offspring of the Protestant upper bour- 
geoisie. He had found that he was a very special person 
indeed, and one of a breed for which middle-class so- 
ciety had reserved its most pitiless contempt. 

Gide had first discovered his homosexual inclinations 
in North Africa in the mid-i 890's, when, as an inex- 
perienced young man in his twenties, he had followed 
the sly promptings of Oscar Wilde. But it was a long 
way from here to a full recognition of what made him 
different from others— and farther still to a reconcilia- 
tion with his own nature. Beyond that— and apparently 
impossible to attain— lay a frank public avowal of his 
forbidden desires. Yet in the next three decades Gide 
was to cover all these stages. One way of leading the 
quarter-century sequence of his most important work— 
from The Immoralist of 1902 to The; Counterfeiters 
and the full version of his autobiography in 1926 — is 
as a progressive revelation of his own ambiguous na- 
ture. The literary record is full of half-admissions, sud- 
den reticences, and strategic flights for cover. But as 
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the years advance the declarations become ever more 
explicit and unmistakable: only the religiously obtuse, 
like Paul Claudel, could fail to divine what Gide was 
about.® 

Above all, it was respect for his wife that held him 
back from making a full confession. But sooner or 
later, he knew, the whole truth would have to come 
out. ''Even at the risk of mockery and attacks . . . , 
he intended to give back their self esteem to men 
whom . . . public opinion generally treats as repro- 
bates. He considered that to be his mission. . . ^ He 

knew its dangers. He was familiar with the radically 
different attitude of Proust, who could never think of 
his own inclinations as anything other than "infernal,” 
who transposed in his novel the names of the male ob- 
jects of love into those of women, and who once ad- 
vised Gide personally: "You can tell anything . . . ; 
but on condition that you never say: I.” * Yet still 
Gide was irresistibly impelled to confess all. What 
Proust and Wilde had tried to deny, he himself wouM 
publicly avow: as opposed to the "false martyrdom'" of 
Oscar Wilde, he would face the attack openly and un- 
afraid. 

It was not until he was in his mid-fifties that Gide 
made his full confession. And when it came, it did not 
arouse the storm of indignation that might have been 
expected. The years had done their work. There were 
many people, particularly among the religious, who re- 
acted with horror. But by the mid-i92o"s the more 
inquiring and intellectually sensitive had learned — 
from the behavior of post-war youth, from the half- 
admissions of other artists, above all, from Freud— to 

® See Robert Mallei, editor: Paul Claudel et Andrd Gide, 
Correspondance, 1899-1926 (Paris, 1949). 

^ Jean Schlumibeiger: Madeleine et Andr 4 Gide (Paris, 1956), 
pp. 170-1, 176-7. 

^ Entry for May 14, 1921, Journals of Andr 4 Gide, II, 265. 
See also the entries for the following Wednesday and December 
a of the same year. 
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accept the notion of the bisexuality of human beings 
and the» inescapable fact that a significant portion of 
each sex felt a compulsion to play the role of its op- 
posite.® 

Yet one should not minimize the courage of Gide’s 
act. For the first time, probably, since classical antiq- 
ity, a public figure in the Western world had openly 
admitted his “forbidden” desires. And thereby he had 
made a contribution of no small importance to the 
elaboration of a twentieth-centniy' ethic of tolerance 
and permissiveness. What P'reud had abstractly enun- 
ciated in chaste medical language, Gide brought into 
explicit discussion before a large literary public. And 
as Freud's work had helped to create a more under- 
standing attitude toward extramarital sexual relations, 
so Gide's confession was the most important single 
document in the contemporary struggle of homosexuals 
for humane treatment. In both cases, a statement origi- 
nally made on the “higher” plane of thought and litera- 
ture, within a generation had begun to reshape atti- 
tudes on the level of senii-popular culture. 

The admission of homosexuality was only the more 
sensational aspect of Gidc's effort to define a contem- 
porary ethic. It was the most tormenting manifestation 
of the wider problem of how a man who felt within 
himself the warfare of contradictory imperatives could 
still manage to bring them into harmony and to be- 
come a respectable and self-respecting human being. 
'I’he problem was to discover an ethi^ broad enough to 
embrace ways of behavior which society condemned— 
and in the process to reconcile things that were cus- 
tomarily treated as radical opposites. Gide, w'e may re- 
peat, remained a Protestant at heart: he thiisted after 
morality and a clear conscience. At the same time he 
was more than ordinarily stirred by the impressions of 
the senses— and to deny these he felt to be in itself a 
kind of immorality, an impiety against nature. Hence, 


* PierrC'Quint: Gide, pp. 26-7, 64-8. 
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unlike Weber, he did not undertake to settle the prob- 
lem of ambiguity by proposing rival ethics of polar op 
posites. He chose to live in the midst of ambiguity— 
to entertain simultaneously his own contradictions. He 
tried to lead a life that would be moral despite and 
even because of its apparent immorality. And in the 
process he suggested a definition of human nature as 
broad and as troubling as any that the Western world 
had known. He sought to prove that one could be an 
'‘immoralist*' and yet live with dignity and responsibil- 
ity and human sympathy. 

The discussion of Gide’s ethic has taken us far afield 
from the central concerns of the present volume. Yet 
in a roundabout fashion it may have suggested where 
the imaginative writers of the decade prior to the First 
World War were beginning to occupy themselves with 
themes similar to those that troubled the social theo- 
rists. We have seen that Gide shared with Weber gn 
almost obsessive concern for the ambiguities of human 
conduct. The sense of living under high tension— of 
striving to hold together the contradictions that were 
tearing them asunder— was common to both men. And 
along with it there went a conviction that they were 
living in historical circumstances in which all fixed 
norms were lacking: the old ethic had collapsed— and 
it was far from clear where the new one was to be 
found. 

This sense 01 collapse of accepted standards we 
have already encv untered in tracing the struggles of 
Troeltsch and Meinecke with their characteristic Teu- 
tonic dilemmas. It has reappeared in Pareto’s acid skep- 
ticism, in Weber’s bleak vision of the future, in the per- 
suasive dissolvent of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. In 
the case of these writers, however, a certain ruggedness 
of character and an unbending sense of duty kept them 
faithful to a few rough-and-ready principles that they 
chose to treat as imperatives. One and all they rejected 
the title of relativists. 
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With the imaginative writers it was quite otherwise. 
In imaginative literature the relativist possibilities that 
the social theorists had struggled to hold in check were 
blithely give free rein. In the early twentieth-century 
novel and drama, relativism became almost a cliche. 
A recognition of incoherence in ethics and philosophy 
soon gained acceptance as the contemporary norm. In 
this sense, the novelists and dramatists completed what 
the social theorists had either combated or left unsaid. 
With the innocence of the irresponsible, the imagina- 
tive writers quite simply accepted the ultimate conclu- 
sions before which the philosophers and sociologists 
had recoiled. 

Thus we find in tlie early work of Gide and Mann, 
and in the mature writings of Hesse and Pirandello, an 
unshocked recognition of the ‘‘immoraV as a source 
of vitality and creation. And where an ethical position 
is suggested, it is not in terms of a religiously (or even 
pragmatically) based imperative but as a conscious 
'^construct'" of human volition. This sense of the in- 
dividual consciousness creating its own world suggests 
another link between social thought and literature: 
''consciousness,'’ "construction"— the fabrication of a 
personal world in which the individual self can find 
existence bearable— these are the key terms that social 
theory and imaginative literature 'hold in common. 

By the same token the notion of reality in early 
twentieth-century literature becomes problematical in 
the extreme. This writing is suffuseo with the sense of 
things not being what they appear to be, of contradic- 
tory versions of the same reality, of a deeper truth that 
cannot be explained but can only be glimpsed in mo- 
ments of heightened awareness. The last of these we 
have already encountered in the youthful novel of 
Alain-Fournier. Similarly a feeling for* psychological 
surprise, for the ambiguity of roles, distinguishes the 
early work of Mann and Gide. It recurs at the end of 
Proust's Remembrance of Things Pasty when all stable 
relationships of character and situation are suddenly 
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revealed as transmuted beyond recognition. It is im- 
plicit in the brutal unmasking of character that is at 
the center of Pirandello’s dramas. Indeed, it is in Piran- 
dello that we find the most uncompromising assertion 
of the dubious nature of psychological reality: Proust 
and Hesse, Gide and Mann, eventually reveal to us 
their own notion of the truth; Pirandello is content to 
leave us suspended in eternal doubt. 

Finally, the techniques of ‘'seeing through,” of prob- 
ing in depth, that have occupied us in analyzing the 
work of Bergson, of Freud, and of Jung most obviously 
find their reflection in imaginative literature. And by 
the same process the notion of the unconscious as the 
storehouse of imperishable memory recurs again and 
again in the early twentieth-century novel. An obses- 
sion with duration— with the quality of time-as-ex- 
perience— is forever returning. A sense of time as it is 
actually lived, of the work of the unconscious in length- 
ening and foreshortening it, of its twists and deception^, 
gives its special flavor to Alain-Fournier s Le Grand 
MeaulneSf to Mann’s The Magic Mountain, and, most 
characteristically, to Proust’s Remembrance of Things 
Past. It is for this, more than for any other single qual- 
ity, that the last of these has come to rank, by common 
consent, as the novel of the early twentieth century. 

These concerns that were common to social thought 
and imaginative literature will first emerge in clear out- 
line when we come to consider the altered circum- 
stances of the immediate post-war years. Meantime it 
may suffice to observe that in the case of Thomas Mann, 
the other among our roster of novelists who, alongside 
Gide, had already achieved a substantial pre-war reputa- 
tion, the specifically “twentieth-century” qualities of 
technique and imagination were as yet discernible in 
only fragmentary form. Their explicit unfolding was to 
be the product of the post-war era. 

Mann's dialectical novel The Magic Mountain will 
figure in the last chapter of the study. For the present 
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we may simply note the parallel between Mann's and 
Gide's jparly life and writing. For both of them the 
problem of ethical relativism was unavoidable; it could 
not fail to emerge from the clash between the external 
demands of bourgeois society and the inner necessities 
of artistic creation. Like Gide, Mann was the offspring 
of a prosperous upper middle-class family—aii urban 
patrician in whom a cool northern dignity was second 
nature. And as with Gide, one part of him remained all 
his life within the formal bounds of inherited respect- 
ability. Less emphatically than Gide, but still unmis- 
takably, Mann had also touched on the homosexual 
note. His short story ''Death in Venice" had created a 
sensation when it appeared in 1911: its sensitive, half- 
ironic depiction of the fatal passion of an elderly writer 
for a beautiful boy had awakened admiration among 
those who followed Stefan George's teaching of an 
aristocratic ethic based on male companionship.* But 
this was not at all what Mann himself had had in mind. 
In actuality, he had very little in common with 
George's ethic of special license and fastidious disdain 
for the majority of mankind. Nor was he, like Gide, 
personally committed to an unconventional morality 
derived from the example of classical Greece. He was, 
rather, unattached to any conscious ethical position; 
he was simply trying to conduct his life as an independ- 
ent artist, working his way free from the attachments 
of class and prejudice and into a fall mastery of his 
craft. 

Far more than "Death in Venice," “Tonio Kroger," 
published eight jears earlier, gives a faithful reflection 
of the aspirations and disappointments of the young 
Thomas Mann. It is a story both of liberation from the 
associations of the author's youth md of a lingering 
regret for an unproblcmatical world ofc well-scrubbed 
order. It is, in the protagonist's w’ords, the story of "a 
bourgeois who strayed off into art, a bohemian who 

* Arnold Bauer: Thomas Mann und die Knse der burgerlichen 
Kultur (Berlin, 1946), pp. 42, 48-9. 
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feels nostalgic yearnings for respectability, an artist 
with a bad conscience.” « 

I stand between two worlds. I am at home in 
neither, and I suffer in consequence. . . . 

I admire those proud, cold beings who adventure 
upon the paths of great and daemonic beauty and 
despise “mankind”; but I do not envy them. For if 
anything is capable of making a p^et of a literary 
man, it is my bourgeois love of the human, the liv- 
ing and usual. It is the source of all warmth, good- 
ness, and humour. . . .® 

Like the Gide of the pre-war years, Thomas Mann 
had not yet learned to bring his contradictions into 
harmony. A satisfactory reconciliation of opposites 
would come only in the mid-iqzo's. 


TV. The Moral Legacy of the War: Spengler 

and the '^Elders'' ^ 

As we have traced the careers of the leading members 
of the generation of the 1890's, we have necessarily at 
one point or other dealt with their attitude toward the 
First World War. The war had in no sense been of 
their making; none of them had as yet held a position 
of public responsibility, and those who were politically 
motivated, like Weber, had been obliged to restrict 
themselves to impassioned warnings of approaching 
disaster. Nor were they able to fight the war when it 
came. They were simply spectators— there was no other 
recourse. 

Yet the way in which they understood their role as 
spectators varied radically. At one extreme were French- 
men like Bergspn and Durkheim— unquestioningly pa- 
triotic, indefatigable in their country's service, totally 
convinced of the justice of their cause. At the other 

Translation by H. T. Lowc-Porter in Thomas Mann: Stories 
of Three Decades (New York, 1936), p. 132. 
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extreme we find the original trio of the critics of Marx 
— Croce# Pareto, and Sorel — who felt it incumbent on 
themselves to remain au dessus de la milee and to 
adopt an attitude of skepticism toward the aims of 
both contenders. Croce, as we have seen, at least con- 
formed with what was expected of him as an Italian 
senator. But Pareto and Sorel were unrestrained in their 
sarcasms. They found no virtue on either side: they 
could see nothing more than rival interest groups 
among the European ruling classes locked together in 
suicidal slaughter. Sorel in particular was profoundly 
disillusioned to find that his philosophical master Berg- 
son had joined the chorus of the intellectuals-in-arms.® 

Of the attitudes in between these extremes, Freud's 
was closer to detachment than to militancy. He took a 
decent interest in the Austrian military effort, and he 
suffered the usual anxieties for the safety of his sons in 
uniform. But above all else he was impressed with the 
way in which the war experience had torn off the ve- 
neer of civilization and blurred the customary distinc- 
tion between truth and lies. He was shocked by ''the 
narrow-mindedness shown by the best intellects, their 
obduracy, their inaccessibility to the most forcible ar- 
guments, their uncritical credulity for the most dis- 
putable assertions." In the behavior of Europeans at 
war, Freud found dreadful confirmation of what he 
had all along been saying about the nature of man. 

The three Germans whose names we have so often 
linked— Troeltsch, Meinecke, and Vv''ebcr— also strove 
to maintain their intellectual balance, but they went 
farther than Freud in the direction of patriotic 
acquiescence. Despite his fears and his reservations 
about his country's war leadership, Weber could not 
help feeling that the conflict was “preat and wondcr- 

® Pierre Andreu: **Bergson et Sorely'' Les Etudes bergsoniennes, 
III (Paris, 1952), pp. bi-4. 

“Thoughts for the Times on War and Death" (first pub- 
lished in Imago, V [1915]), authorized translation under the 
supervision of Joan Riviere, Collected Papers, IV (London, 1925), 
p. 302. 
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ful"' in the devotion it called forth. Troeltsch and 
Meinecke, at least in the early years of the war, were 
equally caught up in the popular mood of quasi-religious 
inspiration. And they agreed wholeheartedly with 
Weber's formulation that the Germans bore a “re- 
sponsibility to history" to keep European civilization 
from an exclusive domination by Russian, Latin, and 
Anglo-Saxon values.* 

It is curious to find that even at these rarefied levels 
of thought, the attitudes of the intellectuals so closely 
parallel those of the populations at large. It seems no 
accident that the French are the least questioning, the 
Germans are tragically torn between patriotic enthusi- 
asm and half-guilty forebodings, and the two Italians 
and an Austrian are almost alone in remaining de- 
tached from the stiuggle. Yet it was this last attitude 
that in the retrospect of the igzo's was to seem most 
characteristic and most worthy of an intellectual. For 
the generation of the iSgo's—in the sense of intejlec- 
tual growth and achievement— the war marked a hiatus 
and little else. 

When in the winter of 1918-19 the writers and 
thinkers of Europe picked up the threads of their in- 
terrupted labors and returned to their customary pur- 
suits, they found that the war years had worked sig- 
nificant changes in the intellectual communities with 
which they were familiar. The disruption of the ex- 
ternals of life through revolutionary violence and eco- 
nomic suffering h?d barely begun. But in less obvious 
ways the tone and atmosphere of intellectual exchange 
had altered. For one thing, the end of the fighting 
revealed new ideas and new talents that had almost 
imperceptibly been maturing during the war years. And 
in more conciete terms, a number of works that had 
been held up by wartime publication difficulties now all 
at once began to appear in the bookstores. The effect 


® Marianne Weber: Max Weber, pp. 571, 626. 
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was that of a daiximed-up stream of thought and crea- 
tion suddenly released on a public athirst for something 
more subsJantial than bulletins from the front. 

Thus Vienna, which before the war had seemed like 
rather a back water, became a major center of philo- 
sophical innovation.® And in Italy a host of new talents 
appeared— notably the neo-liberal Piero Gobetti and 
the Marxist Antonio Gramsci, who were to be cut off 
by the Fascist repression before they' had given the full 
measure of their capacities. In France the avant-garde 
suddenly became the mam guard. The young Surrealists 
had fastened on Andre Gide as the herald of the post- 
war temper. His first really influential work, Les Caves 
du Vatican, which had been published just as the con- 
flict was breaking out, offered a Surrealist model ready 
to hand. Gide himself had been careful not to give his 
book any excessive dignity; by calling it a sotie or farce 
rather than a novel, he had emphasized its playful 
character. And it was with the same sort of humorous, 
only half-approving curiosity that he followed the ex- 
travagant antics of the young. Yet he was rather more 
pleased than not to be treated as an older playmate by 
these frolicsome artists and men of letters. It gave him 
a delicious sense of rejuvenation. '‘Each new genera- 
tion/' he wrote in his Journals, "arrives bearing a mes- 
sage that it must deliver; our role is to help that de- 
liver}'.'’ ^ 

In Germany above all the post-war intellectual scene 
was almost unrecognizably different ^rom what had 
come before. Prior to 1914, except in the more raffish 
atmosphere of Munich, those who were self-consciously 
refined and distinguished— the sober, dignified writers 
and professors from the cultivated classes — had main- 
tained an almost unchallenged pre-eminence. With the 

• 

® See Chapter lo. 

' Cuerard: Gide, pp. 227, 232; Pierre Quint: Gide, pp. 58-9, 
336; entry for December 26, 1921, Journals of Andr^ Gide, II, 
282. In the English translation Les Caves du Vatican is entitled 
Lafeadio's Adventures, 
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war s end came a general collapse of standards. New 
fashions in art and literature such as expressionism and 
''decadence” gripped the attention of the public. And 
Berlin, which had once had a reputation for formality 
and stuffiness, replaced Paris as the capital of the more 
special forms of vice. 

Meantime unknown scholars such as Spengler and 
Keyserling found eager buyers for their suspect wares. 
These "half-educated” dilettantes— to use the charac- 
teristically German term of reproach— offered fervid, 
sweeping interpretations of the course of world history 
which made the conventional products of scholarship 
seem thin fare indeed. A bewildered German public 
seized on Spenglcr’s self-confident pronouncements to 
explain the misfortunes that had unaccountably fallen 
on their country. These readers most frequently came 
from the political Right. But the mood on the Left was 
not significantly different. What struck observers about 
the Germany of the immediate post-war era was the 
fever of experiment in all political camps. At its best it 
betokened a promising vitality. But in its more sinister 
aspects it suggested an intellectual nihilism that a dec- 
ade later was to become the piedoniinant mood among 
the youth of the country. 

In this volcanic atmosphere, the social thinkers who 
a generation earlier had ranked as innovators felt them- 
selves in danger of being totally engulfed. Despite their 
political inexperience, they sought for ways to stem the 
flood. We have seen how men like Weber and 
Troeltsch and Meinecke had come to accept the revolu- 
tion of November 1918 as a dire necessity. A week after 
the revolution the Democratic party was organized by 
those elements in German public life who wanted to 
combine political democracy with the retention of mid- 
dle-class va]ues. From the start it had a strong intellec- 
tual tinge: this was its pride and its weakness. Meinecke 
and Troeltsch aided in its foundation, Weber briefly 
supported it, and the philosopher-statesman Walther 
Rathenau soon became its most prominent public fig- 
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ure. But the party lacked both cohesion and political ca- 
pacity. Its stand wavered on the issues of burning pub- 
lic concern. It could never decisively make up its mind 
between free enterprise and a planned economy, nor 
* between nationalist truculence and compliance with 
the demands of the Allies. Moreover, with the death of 
Friedrich Naumann in 1919 and the murder of Raihe- 
nau three years later, it lost its most forceful political 
leaders. In the end, the Democratic party proved in- 
capable of survival. By the late 1920’s it was in full 
dissolution. 

' We were ... the conservative reformers,*' Mei- 
necke lamented, “whose hour struck too late.” ® Those 
who before the war had thought of themselves as 
younger liberals in public and faculty discussion were 
now labeled the “elders” of the Republic. It was their 
unpromising task to try to chart a middle course in a 
political situation in which only extremism or apathy 
responded to the public temper. The younger genera- 
tion of conservatives would have none of it. Impatient, 
imperative, anti-intellcctualist, schooled in direct ac- 
tion by the war experience— and drunk with the rhet- 
oric of Nietzsche and Stefan George— this new genera- 
tion detested people who still cherished reasonable and 
humane values and who were willing to settle for the 
“mediocrity and philistinisui' of the Weimar regime. 
The great liberals of their fathers* day now seemed like 
hopelessly antiquated relics of the nineteenth century. 
As one of Rathenau’s assassins put it his victim, de- 
spite the criticism he had directed against the poweis of 
the past, 

is a man belonging to that very time and he is de- 
voted to these powers. He is their last and ripest 
fruit, and he combines in himself whatever values 
and ideas, ethos and pathos, dignity anO faith it 
contained. ... I could not tolerate it if greatness 

2 Strassburg/ Freiburg/ Berlin 1902—1919: Erinnerungen (Stutt- 
gart, 1949), p. 169. 
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grew once more out of this crumbling and despised 
time. ... I could not tolerate it if this innan gave 
to the people once more a new faith, if he once 
more swayed it in favoi of a will and form which 
are the will and form of an age which died in the 
war, which is dead, three times dead. . . .* 

Indeed all these “elders” except Meinecke died in 
the four years from 1919 to 192^. Yet before vanishing 
altogether, they left behind them one great literary 
monument. In Germany's bitter years of national dis- 
couragement and civil conflict, Ernst Troeltsch had at 
last found his authentic voice. The monthly articles he 
contributed to the review Der Kunstwart under the 
signature **SpektatoT*' rank as the most judicious and at 
the same time the most moving commentary on the 
new Republic's struggle for existence. Where in his 
theological and historical writings Troeltsch had been 
dense, wordy, and confused, in this new journalistic 
and polemical vein he went directly to the point. In 
their “clarity and frankness of tone,” their “analytical 
sharpness,” and their air of mature consideration, the 
“Spectator Letters” belong in that rare category of oc- 
casional pieces that have won immortality.^ 

Their underlying theme was the inescapable neces- 
sity for the German middle classes to accept the parlia- 
mentary Republic — despite everything, despite its 
mediocrity, its imitative character, and the “petty self- 
seeking” on the part of its rulers. The “frightful dem- 
agoguery and provocation” from the Right, Troeltsch 
contended, made the task of a responsible German 
government almost impossible. And he pleaded with 
the noisy opposition to desist. Only if the leading citi- 
zens of the country should acquiesce in democracy and 
the Republic, not merely “formally” but “with inner 

* Klemperer: German/ s New Conservatism, pp. 115-16, 
quoting Ernst von Salomon. 

^ Enc C. Kollman: **Eine Diagnose der Weimarer Republik: 
Ernst Troeltschs politische Anschauungen,** Histonsche Zeit- 
schrift, CLXXXII (October 1956), 302. 



• 9* European Imagination and World War 375 

warmth/' only then, Trocltsch argued, would it be pos- 
sible to biyld for the future. Only when one had af- 
firmed his belief in these institutions ''honorably and 
without reserve/' could one begin to think of providing 
•German democracy with an aristocratic and conserva- 
tive ' counterpoise," ® And then alone would it be pos- 
sible to salvage and restore those broader values of 
humanism and rationality that Troeltsch, in common 
with the other “elders," had most at heart. Tbe “Spec- 
tator Letters" terminated only four months before their 
author's own cud. Dying in a state of mortal anxiety, 
Troeltsch had left behind him a vibrant plea in ex- 
tremis to save the ethical heritage of Europe before it' 
was loo late. 

Among the younger Gciman conservatives who had 
scorned and defied the “ciders" was the speculative 
Iiistorian Oswald Spengler, whose Decline of the West 
had first been published in the summer of 1918 just 
before the war’s end. Like Troeltsch, Spengler talked 
of saving what one could of the traditional culture of 
Europe. But he understood this salvage operation in 
quite a different sense. Indeed, as we have seen, it was 
partly as an answer to Spengler that Troeltsch pub- 
lished his own unfinished work on the problems of his- 
torical thinking. 

The Decline of the West marked the full formula- 
tion of a cyclical theory of historical cf -.nge and a com- 
parative approach to the study of culture which had 
gradually been establishing themselves among the im- 
plicit presuppositions of early twentieth-century social 
thought. The notion of cycles had underlain Sorel's 
respect for the values of a simpler age and his skepti- 
cism about the “illusions of progress." It had figured 
more explicitly in Pareto's hypothesis of amalternation 
betw^een periods in which “persistence of aggregates" 

Spektator-Briefe: Aufsdtze iiber die deuische Revolution und 
die Weltpolitik 1918-23, edited by IL Baron (Tubingen, 1924), 
pp. 52, 144, 399-300. 
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was dominant and those in which the “instinct for 
combinations” held sway. Even Weber hai presented 
the rudiments of a cyclical theory: he had maintained 
the older unilinear viewpoint only with respect to the 
rationalization of life in the Western world; elsewhere 
his doubts about cultural or moral progress and the very 
statement of the problem in his comparative studies of 
religion had suggested a view of society in which the 
primacy of Western history was no longer taken for 
granted and in which the values of alien civilizations 
were considered worthy of equal consideration. Indeed 
by 1914, such a view had become very nearly standard 
among the more advanced social thinkers: even a man 
like Durkheim, who in other respects had remained 
within an earlier tradition, in his capacity as a student 
of comparative religion quite explicitly espoused a kind 
of cultural relativism. 

The logic of these tendencies Spengler pushed to its 
extreme limits. TTie notion of cycles in histoiy’^nd of 
comparability among the life courses of civilizations— 
which in the writings of his older contemporaries had 
remained no more than a working assumption— Speng- 
ler made explicit and cast in a harshlv dogmatic form. 
And in the process he dragged out into broad daylight 
the relativist potentialities that had been lurking in the 
background of German historical thinking ever since 
Dilthey first undertook his critique of historical reason.® 
Dilthey and Weber had been acutely conscious of the 
impossibility of finding within the data of history itself 
any grounding for final truth or moral value. Tliey had 
realized that ultimately the historian or social scientist 
was driven back on an affirmation of his own value^ 
system. In this sense they had been relativists. At the 

® I find ihysclf unable to agree with Pietro Rossi's assertion 
that Spengler “derived the general statement of the problem in 
his own work” from Dilthey despite the fact that he “never made 
an explicit reference to Dilthey": Lo storicismo tedesco contem- 
poraneo (Turin, 1956), p. 390. I fail to see any influence what- 
ever of Dilthey on Spengler. 
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same time they had not renounced the attempt to 
achieve a1» least a partial ‘‘objectivity'* and, with it, a 
sympathetic understanding of alien values. Spongier de- 
nied that either was possible. He held that the value- 
system of one society was a closed book to a member 
of another culture, and that the best a historian could 
do was to defend his own ethos with strident self-confi- 
dence against all comers. Thus he eliminated the dis- 
tinction— which was central to the thought not only of 
Dilthcy and Weber but of Croce and Meinecke also — 
between passion as the origin of historical inquiiy and 
its sublimation into a judgment that might properly 
lay claim to wider validity. 

In practice, howevci, Spengler did not remain true to 
the logic of his own position. The very fact that his 
book dealt with the comparative morphology of civiliza- 
tion suggested his conviction that he himself at least 
had penetrated to some understanding of alien cul- 
tures, Spengler’s woik w^as full of contradictions of this 
sort. In its dogmatic tone, in it^ determinist assump^ 
tions, in its thoroughly unsophisticated application of 
natural science teiminology to the course of human 
history. The Decline of the West represented a relapse 
into a naive positivism. At the same time, in its imagi- 
native range, in its breath-takmi^ juxtapositions of ex- 
amples drawn from the mosi vaiicd aspects of human 
culture, it surpassed the boldest tlights of idealist think- 
ing. As a work of literature, it wa^ m extraordinary 
achievement. As history, quite pioperly raised doubts 
on all sides. 

In terms of philosophy or social-science method, 
Spengler’s work was a pretty crude performance. Yet 
it caught the attention of the post-war reading public 
and throughout the year igig maint. med an unprece- 
dented rate of sales foi a work of such length and diffi- 
culty. The explanation is not hard to find The Decline 
of the West formulated without qualification and with 
an attractive parade of “scientific" language a view of 
Western society which Spengler's older contemporaries, 
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like Sorel and Pareto and Weber, had merely sketched 
out or had left imbedded within their formal, methodol- 
ogy. According to this view, the era of '‘individualism, 
humanitarianism, intellectual freedom, skepticism” was 
nearing its end; the new era that was dawning would 
be characterized by “restrictions on individual free- 
dom . . . , a revival of faith . . . and an increase in 
the use of force.” ^ In the post-war circumstances of 
national defeat and humiliation, the German reading 
public could find in Spengler s work a tidy explanation 
of the calamities that had overwhelmed them— and that 
were about to befall their neighbors. 

It is in this fashion that people have been reading 
Spongier ever since. It is as a peculiarly telling combina- 
tion of diagnosis and svmptom of a cultiiial crisis that 
The Decline of the West has maintained its perennial 
appeal. As diagnosis, Spcnglcr's work showed rare gifts 
of insight and an almost unmatched talent for finding 
the striking combination and the dramatic metaphor 
that would bung the reader up short. As symptom, it 
expressed with imaginative power and an evocative 
melancholy a mood that has now been with us for four 
decades. It is the fust of a senes of novel and unclassi- 
fiable WTitmgs that have seemed to mark the end of a 
cultural epoch 


v. The Literary Sensations of the Fust-War Years: 
Hesse, Proust, Pirandello 

The success of Spcngler's Decline of the West was to 
a very large extent due to the historical circumstances 
under which it was published. It had been conceived 
before the outbreak ot the war, it iiad been completed 
by 1917* and wartime delays alone had postponed its 

^ Talcott Parson^ 1 In Structure of Soci(d Action, second 
edition (Glencoe, 111 ., 1949), p 179. 

® For a fuller statement of this line of thought, see my Oswald 
Spengler: A Critical Estimate (New York, 1952). 
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publication for another year. Yet it is open to doubt 
whether ii the book had appeared earlier it would have 
found the same reception: it took the war experience 
to convince the public of the relevance of what Spong- 
ier had to say. 

I’he author of The Decline of the West was an un- 
known in 1Q18— a former Gymnasium teacher in his 
late thirties living as a private scholar in Munich. His 
sudden fame came as a surprise to cvciy'one. It was 
otherwise, however, with three imaginative writers who 
aho made sensational post-war successes, I’hcy were 
older men in their forties and fifties, who had begun 
their literary labors in the 1890’s and who had become 
established authors by the outbreak of the war. Yet 
none of them had as yet found a wide reading public. 
In the sense of universal critical recognition and general 
acclaim their success w'as a post-war phenomenon. 

7 'he reception accorded Hermann Hesse’s Demian 
on its appearance m 1919, the excitement occasioned 
by the publication of the second volume of Marcel 
Proust’s Remernbrajice of Things Fast in the same year, 
and the enthusiastic public response to Luigi Piran- 
dello’s great dramas of 1921 — these literary sensations 
may perhaps give us a clue to the temper of the post- 
war reading public. Why did it fasten on these works 
in particular? What was there in them which called 
forth an especially eager response? 

Initially we may note that all these authors were ‘‘dif- 
ficult.’' It was doubtless this which had denied them 
widespread popularity in the earlier part of their crea- 
tive lives. They were all psychologically oriented, and 
they all expressed a viewpoint on life that was com- 
monly considered “disabused/' “pessimistic,” or even 
“cynical.” They wrote without illusion— and out of a 
kind of inner desperation. They were explorers of the 
unconscious: a recurrent theme in their work was the 
discrepancy between the apparent reality of common 
sense and the inner reality— or realities— of tormented 
human beings. 
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No one of them had any direct relation to Freud. Of 
the literary men, it was Mann and Gide, rather, who 
were the self-conscious bearers of the Freudian doc- 
trine. Both had originally worked out their attitude 
toward human conduct without benefit of psychoana- 
lytic theory. But when they learned of Freud's work, 
they accepted it without reserve. In the 1930's Thomas 
Mann became a frequent guest in the Freud household 
and a particular favorite of the great man's self-effacing 
wife. And when in the same period Mann turned to 
new subjects drawn from mythology, he found precious 
suggestions for his own work in the much controverted 
Totem and Taboo Characteristically, Gide was more 
wary. “Freud. Freudianism . . . he noted in 1922. 
“For the last ten years, or fifteen, I have been indulging 
in it without knowing it." Or, as he wrote with impa- 
tience two years later: “Ah, how embarrassing Freud is! 
And how easily it seems to me we should have discov- 
ered his America without him! It seems to me th^ the 
thing I should be most grateful to him foi is having 
accustomed readers to hearing certain subjects treated 
without having to protest or blush. . . . But how many 
absurd things in that imbecile of genius!'’ ^ 

In contrast to these two, Hesse and Proust and Pi- 
randello never came within P’reud's orbit. Hesse, as we 
shall note in a moment, fell strongly under the influ- 
ence of Jung— indeed, he is the most “psychoanalytic" 
of the major creative writers of the post-war era. The 
other two, so far as I have been able to tell, were thor- 
oughly innocent of psychoanalytic theoiy . Yet the re- 
ception of their writings in the period from 1919 to 

® Ernest Jones The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, 11 : 
Years of Maturity 1901--1919 (New York, 1955), p 387, III. 
The Last Phase 1919-1939 (New York, 1957), PP* 

205, 347, 46C-4, Thomas Mann: Freud und die Zukunft 
(Vienna, 1936), translated by H. T Lowe-Porter as “Freud and 
the Future/' Essays of Three Decades (New York, 1947), p. 422. 

1 Entries for February 4, 1922, and June 19, 1924, Journals 
of Andre Gide, II, 298, 351. 
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1921 is of a piece with the acceptance of Freud's own 
work in Aose same years. The change in public atti- 
tudes— the readiness to try to understand ideas that 
earlier had been considered incomprehensible, perverse, 
or depressing— had similar repercussions in the field of 
imaginative literature and in the field of social thcorj'. 

Hermann Hesse was living in self-imposed exile in 
Switzerland when his Demian was published, initially 
in anonymous form. During the war he had shared 
v, ith the F'rench novelist Remain Rollancl an attitude 
of pacifist detachment that had infuriated the patriotic. 
And the same war period had marked the crisis of his 
own alienation — from his native countiy^ from his fam- 
ily associations, from the whole societv that had pro- 
duced him. 

Hesse's origins had already been mixed— Baltic Ger- 
man on his father's side, Swabian and French Swiss on 
his mother's. He had grown up in a small Wuittem- 
berg town in the atmosphere of patriarchal family re- 
lationships and reassuring tidiness that so often has 
cradled German men of genius: wc arc reminded of the 
similar traditionalist associations in the childhood of 
Mann and Mcinccke. But in Hesse's case, the exotic 
note— which with Mann was restricted to the inherit- 
ance from his Brazilian mother— was characteristic of 
both sides of the family. 'Hius, although both Hesse’s 
maternal grandfather and his fathci w'cre pastors and 
scholars— again a familiar feature of the biogiaphies of 
German intellectuals— they were clergymen of a most 
unusual type: they had served as missionaries in India 
and brought back with them from their tiavels a sym- 
pathetic understanding for Hindu religion and San- 
skrit scholarship. 

It was in the family tradition, then, when the young 
Hesse broke away from his wife and the ordered exist- 
ence he had tried to devise for himself and went off to 
India on a voyage of spiritual discovery. And it was also 
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not surprising that after his return from India and his 
permanent settlement in Switzerland he should have 
come into contact with Jung. It is unquestionable that 
Jung's example helped Hesse to self-understanding.“ 
This process of unfolding self-awareness was to con- 
tinue for the next quarter-century: Demian marked its 
first decisive stage. 

Thomas Mann has recalled 'Hhe electrifying influ- 
ence exercised ... by Demian ... on a whole gen- 
eration just after the First World War. ... With un- 
canny accuracy this poetic work struck the nerve of the 
times and called forth grateful rapture from a whole 
youthful generation who believed that an inteipretei 
of their innermost life had risen from their own midst 
— whereas it was a man already forty-two years old who 
gave them what they sought." ® Hesse seems to have 
been aware of the representative character of his novel: 
it was the only one of his books whose authorship he 
strove to conceal, and in its intentional ambiguity ,^the 
subtitle, 'TTic Story of a Youth," suggested that it 
could properly be applied to an entire generation. 

Two aspects of Demian in particular could appeal to 
young people who had just emerged from the torment 
of the war. In the first place, the novel was the record 
of a struggle toward ethical integrity, toward a life that 
would be in harmony with individual nature. Its first 
lines stated the theme: '1 wanted only to try to live in 
obedience to the promptings which came from my true 
self. Why was that so very difficult?" Or, as the author's 
spokesman put it when he began to be conscious of 
what he w'as about: ‘"A man has absolutely no other 
duty than this: to seek himself, to grope his own way 
forward, no matter whither it leads." * To a generation 
that felt it had been fed from childhood on nothing 

2 Edmund Gnefkow: Hermann Hesse: Biographic 1952 (Frei- 
burg i. Br., 19^2) » PP* 27-9, «;^ 7 - 

» Foreword to the English translation of Demian (New York, 
1948), p. X. 

^ Ibid., pp. 1, 158. 
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but lies, this simple ethical pronouncement came as a 
revelatioM. In Germany, in particular, the young people 
were sick to suffocation of the hollow pieties of middle- 
class society— to which there had been added the fur- 
ther indignity of systematic distortion of the truth 
about the war itself. 

ITiis vast impatience with the “respectable'' beliefs 
of the older generation was what had prompted the 
young political conservatives to refuse the lead of the 
“elders'' of the Republic. But their refusal had been of 
a brutal, authoritarian type: they had preached the 
necessity of discipline and the love of combat for its 
own sake. Their novelist was the Free Corps fighter 
Einst J linger. What distinguished Demian from the 
more familiar form of post-war protest— and this was 
the second source of its peculiar appeal— was its empha- 
sis on individual and humanitarian values. These were 
old beliefs — values which the young people felt had 
been dreadfully twisted and perverted to serve a 
WTctched form of society. Tlie present task, Demian 
implied, w^as not to overthrow them It was rather to 
biing them back to their original meaning. “The his- 
tory of everyone,” Hesse wrote, “is important, eternal, 
divine. For that reason every man, so long .is he lives at 
all and carries out the will of nature, is wonderful and 
worthy of every attention. In everyone has the spirit 
taken shape, in eveiyone creation suffers, in everyone is 
a redeemer crucified,” ® 

Thus the mysterious Max Demian, although he was 
a Nietzschean “immoralist” and wore the mark of Cain 
on his brow, was the opposite of an apostle of force or 
direct action. Despite the laconic frankness of his utter- 
ance, he was a humanitarian— and a better one for his 
very lack of sentimentality. The old world of European 
society, Demian affirmed, was worthy Otily of destruc- 
tion— or rather it was on the verge of destroying itself 
through its own moral rottenness: 


* Ibid., p. 2. 
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The break-up of an old world is drawing near. . . . 
The world is about to renew itself. It smacks of 
death. Nothing new comes without death. 

And then, when the war had indeed come: 

However strongly the world's attention appeared 
to be focused on war and heroic deeds, on honor 
and other old ideals, however distantly and un- 
naturally sang the voices of humanity-all this was 
merely the surface. . . . Deep down, below the 
surface of human affairs, something was in process 
of forming. Something which might be a new or- 
der of humanity.^ 

The author of Demian knew the weaknesses in his 
own soul— which were also the weaknesses of the Ger- 
man spirit as he had experienced it: infatuation with 
death, fantasies of suicide, a sickly social mysticism. In 
the general relaxation of moral and intellectual stand- 
ards that followed the war, countless Germans ^ere 
reveling in the indulgence of these spiritual vices. 
Hesse took the opposite course: he struggled to free 
himself from his private “demons" through a scrupu- 
lous examination of conscience. He knew that the price 
of his success was alienation from his country and from 
middle-class society But he also knew that the forfeit 
was well worth paving if spiritual independence and a 
renewal of human fellowship were the result. In this 
process of rc-evaluation Hesse became one of the first 
conscious “Europeans" among twentieth-century writ- 
ers; his example was to serve as an inspiration to other 
Germans who were driven on the road of exile in the 
years after 1933. 

The first volume of Marcel Proust's Remembrance of 
Things Past— -Swanns Way — had been published a year 
before the outbreak of the war. It had caused very little 
stir. Gide had turned it down for the Nouvelle Revue 

® Ibid., pp. 194, 203. 
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Frangaise—3. mistake he later regretted with “sorrow 
and remorse’'— and it appeared under the imprint of a 
less distinguished publishing house. Initially, it had 
done little to change Proust's reputation as a frivolous 
social climber and a rather precious designer of occa- 
sional pieces. I’he critics only gradually began to take 
a more favorable view. Then the war came; further pub- 
lication was delayed; and during the years of conflict 
the work swelled enormously until its carefully articu- 
lated scaffolding threatened to crack under the strain. 
In 1919 publication was resumed. 

This time the effect was totally different. The second 
volume of the series/ which in the meantime had “mi- 
grated’' to the Nouvclle Revue Frangaise, received the 
Prix Gonconit amid general public acclaim. I’he suc- 
ceeding volumes simply added to an established repu- 
tation. Proust was nearly fifty: a hopeless invalid, he 
had only three more years to live. He died m November 
1Q22, working up to the end on the revision of the con- 
cluding volumes of his masterpiece. 

Proust’s vast novel 1$ so familiar to contemporary 
readers that we scarcely need elaborate on its major 
themes. In its psychological structiiie, it skillfully 
linked the classic French tradition of meticulous and 
logically ordered analysis of motive with the newer em- 
phasis on the unconscious associated with the name of 
Bergson. Pioust wrote for a literary audience that was 
in no sense Freudian. But he foun I readers who had 
been prepared b\ Bergson to grant that the deeper 
reality of human behavior lay m the invisible work of 
the unconscious lather chan 111 the sphere of reasoned 
choice. And he wrote for people whose notions of time 
and memory had been radically altered by Bergson's 
revolutionary wTitings of a generatir n earlier. 

Is it right, then, to call Proust a “Bergsonian” novel- 
ist? 1 think this is true only to a limited extent. Bergson 

^ A V Ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs (translated as Within 
a Budding Grove). 
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himself in his old age seems to have accepted the no- 
tion of Remembrance of Things Past as a work inspired 
by his own precepts; in an essay published in 1934 he 
glancingly suggested that before his time no novelist 
had succeeded in placing himself ''in the flux of the 
inner life'*— ‘'it was only in places, under the pressuie 
of necessity/’ that somebody had done it; "no one had 
as yet thought of methodically setting out 'd la re- 
cherche du temps perdu J ® And it is undeniable that 
Proust’s work rendered the sense of prolongation of the 
past into the present that Bergson had sought to con- 
vey through the term "duration/’ In Proust as in Berg- 
son, "the recollection of single, unique, unrepeatable 
experiences . . . was assigned a special function in the 
quest for the recovery of time and the self," and thus 
recollection became "an activity, an operation — not the 
passive reproduction of habitual memory responses." ® 
But in Proust’s work— particularly in its post-war ver- 
sion— the operation resulted in something more ^he- 
matized and intellectuahzed than what Bergson had 
envisaged, 

Proust had attended Bergson’s lectures in the early 
1900's. Indeed, through his marriage the philosopher 
had become Proust’s cousin. Aside from a few acts of 
kindness on the part of the older man, however, there 
appears to have been little personal relationship be- 
tween the two. Proust himself, while he admired Berg- 
son and did not reject the adjective "Bergsonian" as 
applied to his own work, felt that it gave only an in- 
accurate idea of what he was doing. Bergson’s theories 
may have helped him toward a definition of the kind of 
novel he wanted to write— but thev could scaicelv have 

j 

told him how to write it The experience of self, time, 
and duration that Bergson had evoked with such caress- 
ingly persuasi^'C eloquence was by definition a personal 

® Introduction,** La Pensee ct le mouvant: Es^ats et confe- 
rences (Pans, 1934), p. 20. 

® Hans Meyerhoff Time in Literature (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, i95«;). pp. 47-8. 
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one: an individual either had it or had it not. It bore the 
character of mystic contemplation and was essentially 
unteachable. It is perhaps for this reason that Bergson's 
disciples usually proved so unproductive. 

Moreover the philosopher himself did not entirely 
approve of what Proust had written. He found that it 
failed to ‘'exalt and brace the spirit" as a true work of 
art should.^ In this judgment Bergson was quite wrong. 
Like so many subsequent readers, he could see only 
what was bizarre and depressing in Proust’s delineation 
v)f character. But this was not at all the novelist's in- 
tention. He had dwelt on w'hat was repulsive in human 
behavior simply to display its moral emptiness. In his 
own life, he had succeeded in his tenacious climb into 
aristocratic society— but when he had safely arrived 
there, it left him with a feeling of disgust. These peo- 
ple, Proust realized, were heartless. He had found in 
them nothing of the warm affection that had shielded 
his childhood. With the death of his mother in 1005, 
Proust had given up his worldly existence and retired to 
his cork-lined bedroom to devote himself to his writ- 
ing and to the all-absorbing task of recapturing the 
meaning of his apparently trivial existence. Like Alain- 
Fournier, he never recovered from the moral shock of 
expulsion from the world of chiklliood. 

Freud and Bergson had voiced a similar nostalgia. 
Thev had expressed a mood that is repeated again and 
again in the literature of the immcsJiate post-war vears. 
To live without illusion meant to live w 4 th sadness. Rut 
at the same time it meant that kindness and human 
feeling were elevated to a position beyond compare as 
alone giving value to existence. These writers had none 
of the scorn for their fellow men that has distinguished 
so many subsequent adventurers iii^<' the labyrinth of 

1 Andr^ Maurois- A la Recherche de Marcel Proust (Paris, 
1949), translated by Gerard Hopkins as The Quest for Proust 
(London, 1950), pp. 64, 278. See also Floris Delattrc: '^Bergson 
et Prousty* Les Etudes bergsoniennes, I {Paris, 1948), pp. 39, 
61-2, 112-14, 123, 126. 
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the emotions For all the disappointments that reality 
had brought them, they longed for an ideal humanity 

Like Bergson, Proust had no true successors Those 
who were to continue the psychological tradition in the 
French novel— men like Malraux and Maunac and 
Montherlant— were to take less gentle a view of hu- 
manity Remembrance of Things Past, as its title im- 
plies, helped to close rather than to epen an intellectual 
epoch 

In five weeks of the year 1921 Luigi Pirandello wrote 
two of his greatest plays— Six Characters in Search of 
an Author and Henry IV The following vear there 
came his tragedy Naked,- another masterpiece Each of 
these plavs was a resounding success A new dramatic 
genre and a new aesthetic attitude seemed to ha\e been 
born a wave of ' Piranclellismo' swept Italy and the 
Western world 

To Pirandello as to Proust, fame was hard won ajad 
came late in life He was fift\ four years old m his vear 
of tiiumph he had been publishing verse since 1889, 
iiONcls Since 1901 slior*- stories since 1894 and plays 
since 1898 \ Sicilian and a man of comfortable middle 
class means like Mosca, Pirandello had studied at a 
Geiniaii Lini\crsh\ and was strongl\ influenced bv Ger 
man poetry He had had his share of woes his wife 
was paranoiac, and the tamilv fortune had been lost in 
a sciics of disasters hor the quarter century up to 1921 
Pirandello was dependent for his h\ing on the modest 
salary of a normal >chool tcarlier 

Before the war Pirandello had been chiefl> known as 
a writei of short stories Indeed he had origmallv cast 
in this form a number of the plots that were later to 
win popularit) as plays But in their earlier guise these 
bleak, c\cessivtl\ analytical talcs of psychological suf 
fenng had repelled the public Even Croce had been no 


^ Vestne gh tgnudi 
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exception. It is curious to discover that Italy's two most 
distinguished writers of the twentieth century could 
not abide each other. 

The quarrel had started with the ''acrimonious ob- 
servations” that Pirandello had directed at Croce's 
Aesthetics. The latter had replied with a hostile review 
in La Critica for 1909 of Pirandello's essay UUmorismo. 
For Croce, humor was simply not a "special category 
of art.” Moreover, as he wrote nearly three decades 
later, Pirandello's idea of drama was "founded on an 
incapacity to . . . reason logically.'* This sort of criti- 
cism the dramatist in turn called "the most imbecilic” 
of all the travesties of his work which were in circula- 
tion. No meeting of minds was possible. "The two men 
were extremely different, not only as thinkers, but as 
individuals: Croce aristocratic to the depths, urbane 
and full of jests, rich, world-famous; Pirandello of an 
honorable middle-class family, acutely sensitive, a bit 
peevish, always closed in on himself, convinced of the 
injustice of life and of other people towards himself.” 

For Croce, "logic and concepts were . . . indispen- 
sable instruments. . . . For Pirandello they were the 
sworn enemies of his art.” ® It is their very lack of ap- 
parent logic that gives Pirandello's plays their uniquely 
disturbing quality. For thc} present on the stage the 
private worlds of the individual dramatis personal. 
Each has his own internal logic: each thinks he under- 
stands what his own experience means. (Yet even these 
individual interpretations display inner contradictions 
or vary from day to day.) Thus the conflicting notions 
of reality never meet: Pirandello leaves his characters 
suspended in limbo eternally arguing with compulsive 
loquacity their incompatible versions of the facts. As 
the curtain falls on It Is So! {If You Think So),^ we 

® Domenico Vittorini: ^'Benedetto Croce e Luigi Pirandello/* 
in Francesco Flora, editor, Benedetto Croce (Milan, 1955), pp. 
559, 561, 564-5, 
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still do not know the truth about the veiled woman 
who appears in a moment of almost unbearable inten- 
sity at the end of the last act. Is she the daughter of 
Signora Frola, as the latter claims? Is she the second 
wife of Signor Ponza, as this other character maintains 
with equal conviction? She can never reveal the truth: 
for to do so would be to destroy the notion of reality 
that alone renders bearable the existence of a person 
she loves. 

Pirandello’s plays arc full of characters of this sort. 
They flee from intolerable difficulties into the security 
of illusion. And in the process they construct the pri- 
vate universe that enables them to continue to live. 
This construction it is the dramatist’s own role to 
tear down: he forces the characters to see themselves 
in their true image. Thus the concluding scenes of 
Pirandello’s plays are full of cries of anguish, of despair- 
ing protests against this cruel violation of emotional 
sanctuaries. The ''madman” who masquerades as the 
emperor Henry IV protests that "it’s a terrible thing 
if you don’t hold on to that which seems true to you 
today.” ® In this sense*-in the stubborn denial of logic 
and the passionate conviction of individual truth— the 
insane are the lucky ones. Similarly, the protagonist of 
Naked, when all her pretenses, all her borrowed dig- 
nity, have been stripped away, pleads only to be left to 
die alone and in silence, free at last from the scorn of 
the respectable. 

Pirandello’s characters long for social virtue — but 
they find themselves tricked into situations where they 
can act only in a disreputable fashion. They are be- 
wildered middle-class people, struggling against hope- 
less odds to maintain some semblance of ordered ex- 
istence. It is the unconscious that has tricked them— 
that has proved the artificiality of the moral codes and 
the notions of reality which they have attempted to im- 

® Translation by Edward Storer in Naked Masks: Five Plays 
Pirandello, edited by Eric Bentley, Everyman paperback 
edition (New York, 1957), p.’ 193. 
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pose on the fluidity of life itself.® Pirandello's plays are 
the trag«dies of people who have lost their way in one 
universe of discourse and have not been able to find the 
path into another. 

In Pirandello, the spiritual disarray of the immediate 
post-war epoch is delineated in its bleakest form. Yet 
the attitude of the author himself is not without pity: 
there is simply no trace of sentimentality in it. Nor is 
tliere a trace of political ideology, national allegiance, 
or any other conscious social doctrine. The great plays 
of the early 1920's have reached an unprecedented ex- 
treme of abstraction: social cohesion, the familiar world 
of sense experience, even the individual self — all these 
have been dissolved. The lack of human communica- 
tion has become almost total. All that is left is an in- 
finitely poignant awareness of la condition humaine — 
and with it a disappointed longing for a better hu- 
manity. 


® Lander MacClintock: The Age of Pirandello (Bloomington, 
Ind., 19^1), pp. 177, 183-4, 
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The Decade of the 1920' s: 
The Intellectuals at the 
Point of Cleavage 


N ineteen TWENTY to nineteen twenty three were 
years of apotheosis. Within a period of thirty- 
eight months Sorel and Pareto liad died in the fullness 
of their years, and Weber and Troeltsch had been car- 
ried off when still in their fifties. The generation of the 
1890's had already begun to thin out: Peguy had been 
killed in battle in the first weeks of the war, and Durk- 
heim had died exhausted by work and worry as the 
conflict was drawing to a close. 

Yet the greater part of this generation of intellectuals 
were extremely long-lived; most of them lived on into 
the 1930’s and 1940’s and some even into the second 
half of the century. Their work had straddled the war 
years, and in the case of a few of them, like Pareto, the 
world struggle that virtually paralyzed normal intel- 
lectual activity had not been permitted to trouble the 
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orderly course of their literary production. Why, then, 
do we Qonsider the decade of the 1920’s as marking a 
kind of caesura, a period of summing-up, as the i8go's 
had been a period of innovation? 

Initially, because in case after case we note a flag- 
ging or diversion of energy. Or, to put it more precisely, 
we notice that a period of intellectual triumph in the 
immediate post-war years is succeeded by a pause in 
creativity. For the sense of apotheosis did not descend 
on those alone who were to be carried off by death—on 
those, like Pareto, to whom a belated recognition came 
just in time to bring a feeling of fulfillment to their last 
years. Others, like Freud and the imaginative writers of 
psychological bent, found that they had suddenly be- 
come famous— in the new post-war atmosphere, writ- 
ings that before 1914 had seemed difficult and esoteric 
now expressed the dominant mood of the more literate 
and self-conscious element among Western and Cen- 
tral Europeans. 

There were some who completed their major work in 
the early 1920’s and found that they had nothing fur- 
ther to say. Gaetano Mosca was one of these: after the 
publication of the second volume of his Elementi in 
1923, he was content to assume the congenial role of 
mentor and elder statesman which he maintained for 
nearly two more decades. The case of Croce was some- 
what different: as we have seen, in the post-war era 
Croce kept up a continuous, untroubled literary flow, 
but he steered it into different channels— public serv- 
ice, polemic, literary reviews, excursions and elabora- 
tions, and straight historical exposition. The same sort 
of reorientation is apparent in the work of a number of 
major imaginative writers. In the case of Andrd Gide, 
for example, the decade from the injd-twenties to the 
mid-thirties marked a sharp psychological break. With 
the publication of his full confession and the comple- 
tion of his largest work. The CounterfeiterSy in 1925, 
Gide went off on a journey to the Congo and the Chad 
which profoundly altered his intellectual concerns. And 
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similarly Pirandello, although he continued to deliver 
a spate of plays right up to his death in 1936, never 
again attained the level of 1921, his annus mirabilis. 

We can observe a corresponding turning-point in the 
life of Freud. With the publication of The Ego and 
the Id in 1923, the corpus of his basic writings was com- 
pleted; from this point on Freud was simply to modify 
details in a fully constructed theory that was more and 
more winning general recognition. And in 1923 he also 
underwent the radical sSurgery that gave him sixteen 
more years of life but at the same time reduced his 
working powers and made pain his daily companion. 
The late twenties and thirties saw Freud turning to- 
ward speculation on society and religion: such books as 
The Future of an Illusion, Civilization and Its Dis- 
contents, and Moses and Monotheism suggest the later 
Freud, metamorphosed from a physician into a seer and 
sage. 

In all these cases, a pause, a change, or a cessatujin 
in creative energy did not occasion a waning of public 
attention. On the contrary, nearly all the survivors of 
the generation of the 1890's ranked as intellectual lead- 
ers as long as they lived, W'hat loss of influence they 
experienced did not manifest itself openly: it appeared 
in their being honored more with respect than with 
understanding and in a certain impatient surprise that 
these old men could prove so hardy: by the end of the 
Second World War, Thomas Mann was nearly with- 
out esteem in his own country', and the younger Italian 
intellectuals were displaying a growing restiveness un- 
der the half-century-long domination that Croce had 
imposed upon them. 

The great exception was Henri Bergson. He alone ex- 
perienced the supreme calamity of outliving his glory. 
I’o him, as to the others, the post-war years had 
brought their harvest of honors. He had seemed the 
obvious choice for president of the commission for in- 
tellectual co-operation set up under the auspices of the 
League of Nations, and in 1927 he had received the 
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Nobel Prize. But meantime illness had struck him even 
more seYcrcly than Freud, and during nearly the whole 
decade of the 1920’s his writing could progress only 
with pitiable slowness. When his last book, Two 
Sources of Morality and Religion, finally appeared in 
1932, it came as a disappointment and an anticlimax. 
Bergson s incomparable style had weakened, and his 
reasoning— never too rigorous— had become still looser. 
Above all, in a philosophical sense, he had fallen into 
irrelevance. 

A drastic shift in philosophical interests had caught 
Bergson unaware. While he alone directly suffered 
from it, the philosophies of Croce and James were also 
threatened, and the more speculative sociologists like 
Weber could consider themselves similarly rebuked. 
This is the first of two signs of the altered intellectual 
prospect to which we must now turn our attention. 


I. The New Philosophical Interests 

In the preceding chapters, we have had occasion more 
than once to note the appearance of younger men 
whose work challenged the presuppositions on which 
the major social doctrines of the early twentieth cen- 
tury had been based. In Germany in particular, such 
intellectual phenomena as Karl Barth’s religious neo- 
orthodoxy and Georg Lukads’s neo Marxism have sug- 
gested an abandonment of cultural permissiveness and 
skepticism and a return to more militant formulations 
of belief. This intellectual revulsion may be viewed as 
another manifestation of that rejection of the ‘'elders’ ” 
lead that we have already observed in the sphere of 
post-war politics. By the early ig2o’s, in abstract 
thought as in ideology, the example of men like Weber 
and Troeltsch had begun to appear old-fashioned, lire 
generation of students that reached the universities 
immediately subsequent to their deaths found a differ- 
ent kind of intellectual excitement in Luka&’s Ge- 
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schichte und Klassenbewusstsein, published in 1923, 
and in Max Scheler's Die Wissensformen iind die 
Gesellschafty which three years later outlined the ele- 
ments of a new discipline called the '"sociology of 
knowledge.’' 

The two philosophers, however, in whom the 
younger generation could find the most powerful stimu- 
lus, were Husserl and Heidegger. The related doctrines 
of phenomenology and existentialism associated with 
their names departed notably from the tradition of 
European philosophy of which Croce and Bergson had 
been the most prominent pre-war representatives. Phe- 
nomenology devoted a painstaking attention to the 
minute details of human experience. Existentialism, in 
its lineal descent from Kierkegaard, shared the Danish 
theologian’s hostility to the tradition of the Enlighten- 
ment. If Husserl’s work pointed toward a meticulous 
analysis of ideas that would make the work of Croce 
or Bergson appear amateurish and slipshod, Heidegger’s 
tragic \ iew of existence broke sharply with the serene 
and optimistic attitude that still linked the leading 
French and Italian philosophic schools with the 
thought of the eighteenth century. 

Yet, more broadly considered, the growing influence 
of existentialism that was to reach its height at the end 
of the Second World War betokened more a shift of 
emphasis than a redefinition of the presuppositions of 
philosophic investigation. Existentialism continued to 
range over the traditional pastures of metaphysics, 
ethics, and social philosophy, and its practitioners were 
not afraid to make statements for which strictly scien- 
tific evidence was lacking. Both Husserl and Heidegger 
echoed Bergson’s faith in intuition. And in common 
not only with Bergson, but, in certain respects, with 
Croce also, existentialism was obsessed with the prob- 
lems of historicity and the “experiential qualities of 
time.” “All existentialist thinkers assign to the cate- 
gory of time a central place in their metaphysical sys- 
tems. . . . The point of departure is . . . temporal- 
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ity, or historicity . . . ; the point of arrival is usually 
an attejnpt . . . to . . . ‘transcend* this temporally 
situated mode of man's existence/' ^ 

Moreover, in the 1920's the influence of existential- 
ism was still largely confined to Germany. It was prag- 
matism, rather, that had suggested some of the new 
concerns that were to be characteristic of the period 
from about 1920 to the present. Pragmatism, as Wil- 
liam James had asserted, was “a mediating movement 
in philosophy”: it aspired to “a total, metaphysical, 
systematic view of reality without losing sight of scien- 
tific and logical detail or of human problems'^ it stood 
“between the more traditional view of philosophy as 
w'orld-view and the more recent analytic tendencies." ^ 
These analytic tendencies broke still more radically 
than had phenomenology or existentialism with the 
pre-war formulation of philosophical problems. 

Just as it was a non-Continental, William James, 
who had acted as the revivifying force in European 
thought in the decade and a half preceding the out- 
break of the First World War, so it was an English- 
man, Bertrand Russell, who became the progenitor of 
analytic philosophy on the European Continent in the 
post-w'ar years. The publication of Whitehead and 
Russell's Principia Mathematica in the years 1910 to 
1913 can conventionally be taken as the starting-point 
of the effort to fuse the methods of philosophy and 
mathematics and by so doing to bring greater rigor into 
the conceptual framework of both of them. Three dec- 
ades later Lord Russell described the philosophy of 
logical analysis in its broadest terms as one having “the 
quality of science. ... It has the advantage, as com- 
pared with the philosophies of the system builders, of 


1 Hans Meyerhoff: Time in Literature (^Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, 1955), pp. 138-9. 

* Morton White: The Age of Arudysis (New York, 1955), P' 
19. See also White's Toward Reunion in Philosophy (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1956) and Charles W. Morris: Lo^cal Positivism, Prag- 
matism, and Scientific Empiricism (Paris, 1937). 
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being able to tackle its problems one at a time, instead 
of having to invent at one stroke a block theopr of the 
whole universe,” 

From the standpoint of intellectual clarity, all this 
was doubtless a gain. But the shift to the mathematical- 
logical method also implied an enormous sacrifice: 

There remains, however, a vast field, tradition- 
ally included in philosophy, where scientific 
methods are inadequate. T^is field includes ulti- 
mate questions of value; science alone, for ex- 
ample, cannot prove that it is bad to enjoy the 
infliction of cruelty. Whatever can be known, can 
be known by means of science: but things which 
are legitimately matters of feeling lie outside its 
province.® 

It was in Vienna that Russell found his most coher- 
ent band of disciples. In 1923— a date which we have 
encountered again and again in the past few pages-^a 
group of younger men mostly drawn from the natural 
sciences organized the ''Vienna Circle,” Besides Rus- 
sell, its tutelary spirit was the mathematical logician 
Gottlob Frege, and its most articulate spokesman was 
the thirty-two-year-old Rudolf Carnap. Highly con- 
scious of themselves as a cohesive, militant philosophic 
school, the members of the Vienna Circle initially 
referred to their doctrine as "logical positivism.” 
Although they later changed this label to '‘logical 
empiricism,” as less associated with outmoded nine- 
teenth-century teachings, it was the word "positivism” 
—perhaps for the very reason that it was more contro- 
versial— that stuck in the public consciousness. 

Similarly the pronouncement that occasioned the 
greatest stir abroad was not an official emanation of the 
Circle. Ludwig Wittgenstein was more eccentric, ex- 
treme, and undisciplined than the charter founders of 

* Bertrand Russell: A History of Western Philosophy (New 
York, 1945), P- ^ 34 - 
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logical positivism, and his interests were primarily lin- 
guistic rather than mathematical. Yet his Tractatus 
Logico-PhilosophicuSy first published in Vienna in 
1921, was to give most people their notion of what 
logical positivism was after, and was to become the 
most influential philosophical work of the post-war 
years. 

Wittgenstein’s book was cast in a consciously provoc- 
ative form. Less than a hundred pages in length, it 
tossed at the reader— to be accepted en bloc or not at 
all— a series of terse, hermetic “propositions,” most of 
them presented as self-evident and all billed as “of 
equal value.” Starting from the proposition that “what 
can be said at all can be said clearly,” Wittgenstein 
proceeded to prove that there was indeed very little 
that could be said— and that this little could all be 
expressed very briefly either in logical symbols or, pref- 
erably, in the language of ordinary speech. “Most propo- 
sitions and questions,” he asserted, “that have been 
written about philosophical matters, are not false, but 
senseless. . . . And so it is not to be wondered at that 
the deepest problems arc really no problems. . . , 
Hence also there can be no ethical propositions.” And 
he concluded that both mysticism and skepticism— 
which was “not irrefutable, but palpably senseless”— 
could find no place in a scientifically conducted philo- 
sophical investigation.* 

By this path Wittgenstein brought himself to the 
final assertion that the “right method of philosophy” 
would be simply to state “the propositions of natural 
science, i.e. something that has nothing to do with phi- 
losophy: and then always, when someone else wished 
to say something metaphysical,” to demonstrate to him 
the error of his ways. Eventually, even Wittgenstein’s 
own propositions would prove to be qpessential: 


* Ludwig Wittgenstein: ho^sch-Philosophische Abhdndlung 
(Vienna, 1921 ), translated with parallel German text as Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus (London, 1922), pp. 27, 6^, 183, 1S7. 
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he who understands me finally recognizes them as 
senseless, when he has climbed out through them, 
on them, over them. (He must so to speak ‘Ihrow 
away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.) 

He must surmount these propositions; then he 
sees the world rightly. 

Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be 
silent.® 

There was a certain irony in the fact that Wittgen- 
stein and the young philosopher-scientists of the 
Vienna Circle should have been taking up again— under 
the banner of intellectual liberation — positions that 
had apparently been definitively abandoned thirty 
years earlier. At first glance it might appear that Eu- 
ropean philosophy since the 1890’s had come full cir- 
cle. The generation of the sons was refurbishing the 
doctrines of their grandfathers against whose iron domi- 
nation the generation of their fathers had battled so 
hard for independence. ^ 

It is true that in this case, as so often in the history 
of philosophy, the passage from one generation to an- 
other had a good dca^ to do with making the word 
“positivism” and the linkage of science with philosophy 
once again acceptable. Yet the new positivism was far 
from being a mere revival of its nineteenth-century 
predecessor. Its aims were more modest and its defini- 
tion of science more sophisticated. The neo-positivists 
no longer believed it possible to establish an unques- 
tioned series of cause-and-effect relationships over the 
entire field of human activity. Wittgenstein had in fact 
cast doubt on the whole idea by asserting that “belief 
in the causal nexus” was a “superstition” and that it 
was an “illusion” that “the so-called laws of nature” 
were “the explanations of natural phenomena.” The 
sole necessity in nature was a '"logical necessity.” ® 
Hence it was only by abandoning vast portions of the 


® Ibid., pp. 187, 189^ 


• Ibid., pp. 109, 181. 
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field that Comte and Spencer and Taine and the others 
had originally staked out for scientific cultivation that 
the neo-{>ositivists of the twentieth century were able 
to rehabilitate the scientific method in philosophy. 
Leaving aside as questions of value or metaphysics 
nearly all the topics that had traditionally seemed most 
important to philosophers, they were to restrict them- 
selves to those problems alone that could be formulated 
without ambiguity in logical or symbolic language. 

In this context, the old positivist anti-positivist con- 
troversy could be considered as superseded. The battles 
of the 1890's could be dismissed as rather fusty affairs 
in which the contestants themselves had never really 
known what they were talking about. Russell, Frege, 
and their descendants had now at last made matters 
clear. 

Yet there was a final aspect to the change that was 
not so readily apparent. Just as poetry and painting 
and music in the twentieth century had become more 
esoteric and '‘difficult," less accessible to the man of 
ordinary cultivation and perception, so now philosophy 
was taking the same course. A person of a reasonable 
level of education could read Bergson or Croce with 
ease and pleasure, as literature and moral teaching. 
He could not do the same with Wittgenstein. The 
door to philosophical knovvledge had apparently been 
slammed in his face, and for another two decades Eu- 
rope was to be without a philosophy that could speak 
to the ordinary citizen about problems close to his most 
pressing concerns. 


n. The Social Question 

When such a philosophy did at length appear, it was 
to carry the words “engagement" and “commitment” 
as moral imperatives. The post-1945 vogue of French 
existentialism grew directly out of a situation in which 
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a concern with social problems appeared an inescapable 
necessity. 

This is the second aspect of the altered intellectual 
pros{>ect to which we earlier referred. During the 
greater part of the 1920’s it might still be possible to 
live and to philosophize as though the times were in 
some sense '‘normal.” Yet already the range— both 
geographical and psychological— through which the 
mind might comfortably wander had sensibly nar- 
rowed. The war had revealed the fragility of civilized 
values among the populations of Western and Central 
Europe. The advent of Bolshevism had cut off Russia 
from the community of liberal intellectuals. And the 
triumph of Italian Fascism had shaken up consciences 
at least as deeply by bringing a major Western country, 
for the first time in a half-century, under a government 
strenuously hostile to free speculation. It was no acci- 
dent that Croce and Mosca as intellectual opponents 
of the new regime found themselves in the mid-^wen- 
ties uncertain what course to follow. And it was also 
not accidental that Croce— and subsequently Meinecke 
in Germany— eventually came around to a militancy in 
defense of free institutions which was in radical con- 
trast with their earlier insistence on the historian’s 
aloofness from political controversy. 

Under the comparatively mild tyranny of Mussolini, 
an attitude of uncertainty or of intellectual detachment 
was still possible. But as the decade closed, the coming 
of the great depression and the National Socialist 
menace seemed to render all such compromise positions 
intolerable. By the 1930’s an increasing number of 
European intellectuals were concluding that an attitude 
of political commitment was the only possible choice. 
A few— a very few— opted for fascism. Of the truly 
great, Heidegger and Jung alone entered into com- 
promising associations with the Nazi regime.^ The ma- 

^ On Jung, see the detailed evidence presented in Edward 
Glover; Freud or Jung? Meridian edition (New York, 1956), pp. 
147-52. 
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jority of Europe's intellectual leaders, whether in exile, 
the self-conscious urgency of Popular Fronts, or the 
muted suffdVing of “inner emigration,” chose the course 
of resistance to what the fascist leaders had proclaimed 

the predestined future. 

With his customary sensitivity to new currents, ^n- 
dre Gide had been caught up by the imperative of po- 
litical and moral engagement rather earlier than the 
rest. The trip to French Equatorial Africa which he had 
originally embarked on as a recreation from literary 
activity had led to a revelation of abuses and a mount- 
ing indignation that were eventually to take him into 
the Communist camp. But he was also quicker than the 
others to appreciate the dangers that the intellectual 
encountered in subordinating himself to an organized 
political movement. It was not only that a visit to the 
Soviet Union, ten years following his journey to the 
Congo, disclosed to him the brutal truth about Com- 
munism in practice. There came also a realization that 
his concern with the social question had “poisoned” 
his life and damaged his creative activity. As a loyal 
party supporter, he discovered, the intellectual had the 
choice between silence and “going astray”: neither was 
compatible with the traditional definition of his func- 
tion.® 

Inevitably it was in Germany, where the political 
pressures were most intense and the tradition of the 
intellectual's disassociation from pi ictical concerns 
most clearly established, that the new impulse toward 
commitment produced the greatest inner conflict. Here 
the writer or philosopher had nearly always been hos- 
tile to popular judgments and practical criteria of value. 
It had been to escape he pressures of organized opin- 
ion that Nietzsche, and after him Heirnonn Hesse, had 

* Letter of May 16, 1947, published as appen(fix to Albert J. 
Guerard, Andre Gide (Cambridge, Mass., 1951), p- 241; entry 
for December 29, 1932, in Journal 1889-1939 (Paris, 1948), 
translated and edited by Justin O'Brien as The Journals of Andrd 
Gide (New York, 1947-9), 111 , 232. 
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fled to Switzerland, and it w^as in the form of escape— 
whether as exile or as inner withdrawal— that the Ger- 
man intellectuars reaction to Nazism most commonly 
expressed itself. In the choice between propaganda and 
silence, by far the larger number decided for the latter.^ 
Thpmas Mann was almost alone in successfully com- 
bining political propaganda with a maintenance of his 
earlier level of artistic production. 

In any case, the vciy^ fact that the choice had pre- 
sented itself in these terms betokened a drastic change 
for the survivors of the generation of the 1890's. It sug- 
gested that they had peihaps outlived their era, and 
that the years following 193*^ would be an age of iron 
for which their intellectual preparation had ill 
equipped them. Economic ruin, political upheaval, ex- 
ile, the threat of war— all these were profoundly altering 
the character of their existence. In the new Europe of 
political terror and impending war, wdiat place was 
there for the frciscliM'cbende Intelligenz? It might well 
be that the freely speculating intellectual had occome 
no more than a useless relic of the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries. 


III. The Role of the Intellectuals: Mann, Benda, 
Mannheim 

By the inid-tw^cntics, the tw'o separate and contradic- 
tory tendencies that we have been tracing had begun— 
paradoxically enough— to reinforce each other in neces- 
sitating a redefinition of the intellectuars role. For 
both of them implied an impatience with the tradi- 
tional conception of what the European philosopher 
or moralist should do. From neither of these stand- 
points was it possible any longer to maintain that a 
major writer should concern himself with the whole 
range of human problems— that he should survey with 
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Olympian calm the social doings of his fellow men and, 
after a suitable parade of literary' and historical learning, 
and a miniTnum of reflection on his presuppositions, 
come to certain rather majestic conclusions about what 
constituted the true, the beautiful, and the good. This 
was what the European intellectuals had been doing 
ever since the species first came into existence, and it 
was what they had continued to do in the first two 
decades of the twentieth century'. In this sense, philos- 
ophers and sociologists such as Croce and Bergson and 
Weber— even Freud in his more speculative writings— 
had been in direct descent from Aquinas or Montaigne. 
And a deviant like Sorcl— however much he had railed 
at the intellectualist tradition— had always remained a 
moralist at heart. Up to about 1920 no sharp division 
between literature and social science had been drawn, 
and the intellectual still felt himself as free as Goethe 
to roam at will throughout the varied domains of hu- 
man activity. 

To the new school of logical positivism, however, 
such dilettantism was totally unacceptable. And to the 
advocates of social ''commitment'' it appeared, for 
quite different reasons, equally suspect. To the latter, 
the intellectual's traditional claim to a special status 
and to the right of suspended judgment seemed an in 
tolerable frivolity in an era of agonizing choices in 
which each sclf-consrious individual, without excep- 
tion, was in duty bound to stand up an- 1 be counted. By 
the mid-twenties, then, there had begun to loom up a 
vastly altered intellectual prospect in which the old 
confident generalizing would find no place: the meticu- 
lous scientists of words and symbols and the ‘'terrible 
simplifiers" of Jacob Burckhardt's nineteenth-century 
nightmare, in their mutually incompatible endeavors, 
would have the field all to themselves. , 

Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that 
in the years 1924 to 1929— the six deceptive years of 
post-war Europe's apparent stabilization and prosperity 
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—three major works, totally unrelated in character and 
totally independent of each other, should have sought 
to redefine in contemporary terms the function and 
calling of the European literati. 

The first word came from a novelist. For Thomas 
Mann the war years had been a period of trial and 
tragic ambivalence. He had iiiterrupted work on what 
was to be the second of his major novels. The Magic 
Mountain, and he had felt incapable of sustained crea- 
tive effort. The one substantial product of this period, 
the Betrachtungen eine.i Unpolitischen (Reflections 
of an Unpolitical Man), ranks, by general consent, as 
the least fortunate of his whole literary output. In writ- 
ing it, he had felt obligated to assume a propagandist 
role. He had believed it incumbent on him to make his 
personal contribution to his nation's war effort by de- 
fending the German ''culturar' values of hierarchy and 
inner experience against the merely ''civilized'^ democ- 
racy and litcrary-mmded humanitarianism of the West. 
Yet his own hesitations had penetrated the propagan- 
dist surface of his work: in passage after passage, he had 
been obliged to recognize the extent to which he him- 
self was a Zivilisationsliterat — a ^‘civilized" intellectual. 

Hence when The Magic Mountain finally appeared, 
SIX years after the war's end, both its scope and its in- 
tellectual emphasis had vastly altered. It had grown 
from a brief, half-jocular companion piece to “Death 
in Venice" into an immense summa of Mann's recur- 
ring interests— the aesthetic, erotic, and destructive 
function of disease and death, the ambiguous relation 
of the artist to bourgeois society, the incompatibility 
between German national values and European democ- 
racy, and the dubious ideal of a wider humanity. By 
the 1920's Mann was ready to grant a respectful and 
even a sympathetic hearing to the “civilized" values 
that he had attacked so bitterly in bis wartime reflec- 
tions. In this respect The Magic Mountain marked the 
transition between the carlv Mann in his self-con- 



^ lo The Decade of the 1920's 407 

sciously alienated and unpolitical guise and the later 
Mann of humanist affirmation 

Thus the book that eventualU became the most in 
fluential German no\el of the inter war ^ears was a 
igreat deal more than a work of imagmatiNC literature 
It had a pubhe pohtieal aspect that Manns contein 
poraries were quick to recogni/t \lrcadv in 1922, he 
had begun to take a more affirmative stand toward his 
nation's new ‘ Western institutions in his influential 
address entitled 'Ihe German Republic I wo \ears 
latir the geneialK favorable reception of I he \lagic 
Mountain suggested that tlie German reading public 
had found a new and more subtle literarv cosmological 
breviar\ to balance Spongier s narcotic Decline of 
the West In fact the pubhcation of his great postwar 
work established the still hesitant Mnm— (|uitc to his 
own surprise— as a kind of novelist laureate of the Wei 
mar Republic 

Ihe public a pect of I he \Jagi( Mountem was 
alrcacK appaient in its striutuu ind presentation Its 
very locale— a tuberculous suntarunii high up in the 
SwHS Alps— gave it a quaht> of '>t\Ii/ation and abstiac 
tion, of an irtisticalh iinjjosed isolition fioin tin con 
cerns and re lationships of e\ci\da\ living the milieu 
ot the sanitarium, which removes lt^ niiiiatcs both in 
lime and space from their uistcnnaiv associations has 
the advantage of an tpie possibilitv scaieclv at tunable 
II. othei communities — the life of tJie pint confronting 
death ' It is a milieu in which even an avenge 111 
dividual, freed from the bonds of yiactical encleavor 
can learn to mcditite on ultimate values— 1 milieu in 
which disease itself becomes the teacher who warns 
never to take for granted the categories thit are simplv 
assumed in the ' flatl ind down belo' 

Hence as a novel of education — the in which it 

most obviously offered itself to the reading public — 
The Magic Mountain conveyed a rarefied atmosphere, 

Arnold Bluer Thomas \iann und dw k isc acr hit gerlichen 
Ktdtur (Berlin 1Q46' pp 71 
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a sense of compression in space and dissolution in time, 
that were lacking in its picaresque prototype Wilhelm 
Meisfer. It traced a search for enlightenment through 
the dialectical method dear to four generations of Ger- 
man thinkers: two self-appointed preceptors were ta 
stn’ggle for the soul of a quite ordinary scion of the 
upper middle class sent them by accident from the 
w6rld of practical activity. 

Thomas Mann himself has put on record the sim- 
plicity of his original conception: '‘a kind of pedagogi- 
cal story, in which a young man, cast adrift in a morally 
dangerous abode, was placed between two equally droll 
educators, between an Italian litterateur, humanist, 
rhetorician, and disciple of progress, and a somewhat 
disreputable mystic, reactionary, and advocate of un- 
reason.” ^ But in the more than decade-long process of 
composition. The Magic Mountain had changed from 
a scherzo into a novel of a high, if frequently ironical, 
seriousness. The Italian humanist Settembrini^Had be- 
come far more than the ‘"windbag” or “organ-grinder” 
that the young protagonist called him in moments of 
irritation: he was transmuted into a pathetic and even 
dignified figure, who, for all his superficiality and ob- 
tuseness of thought, stood for the abiding values of rea 
son, justice, and love of humanity inherited from the 
Enlightenment. And his antagonist Leo Naphta — 
combining in his own person the appropriate illogical- 
ity of Jewish origin and Jesuit training— had grown 
through the years from a “disreputable” eccentric into 
a towering personification of the forces of terroristic 
orthodoxy unleashed by the war and its aftermath, 
pointing with uncanny insight to the still more disci- 
plined and pitiless terror of the decade to come. Even 
the protagonist, the young engineer from Hamburg, 
Hans Castorp, although still deceptively labeled as 
""simple,” had become an apt pupil qualified to judge 
in his own right: at the end of the book he had as- 


1 Cited in ibid., p 70 
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sumed the dominant role, as he sat by Settembrini's 
bedside, listening to the latter's explanations of the 
crisis of July 1914 with the tolerant, affectionate respect 
that one grants to an old teacher to whom one owes 
•much but from whom one can learn nothing further. 

In the vast dialectical battles on the Zaiiberbcrg, it 
was Naphta who seemed— particularly to Mann's read- 
ers of the 1930's and 1940's — to have made the more 
convincing case. He spoke with the voice of militant 
irrationalism, and in his triumphant affirmations of the 
viitucs of illogicality, disease, and terror he appeared to 
epitomize what Jung had called the shadow side of 
twentieth-century psychology. Yet it was Settembrini 
who had the last word. After his antagonist's non-logic 
had reached its inescapable conclusion in the taking of 
his own life, the Italian humanist had had the pedagogi- 
cal field all to himself. Failing in strength but buoyant 
to the end, Settembrini gave the last encouraging coun- 
sels that sped Hans Castorp on his way back to the flat- 
land to serve his country in war. ''One can only suppose 
that in allowing the Jesuit to kill himself and Settem- 
brini to live on, Thomas Mann is acknowledging the 
right to survival of his old enemy, the 'Zivilisations- 
literat.' ” ^ 

llie same impression is confirmed in the central pas- 
sage of the whole book— the sentence that marks the 
culmination of Castorp's education, and the only sen- 
tence in the corpus of Mann's writings printed entirely 
in italics: "For the sake of goodness and love, man 
shall let death have no sovereignty over his thoughts."' ® 
The values of the Enlightenment, the ethical abstrac- 
tions that had provided the great European moralists 
with their raison d’etre— the values to which Croce and 
Mosca, Freud and Weber, Durkheim and Bergson had 
remained faithful— are here endorsed without doubt or 
qualification. 

^ J. M. Lindsay: Thomas Mann (Oxford, 19^4), p. 49. 

8 Der Zauberberg (Berlin, 1924), translated by H. T. Lowe 
Porter as The Magic Mountain (New York, 1927), p bzb. 
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Yet a final ambiguity remains. Castorp proves unable 
to hold firm to the vision of truth to which he had at- 
tained in a moment of exaltation; the reconciliation 
of humanism with its necessary foundation of cruelty 
reveals itself as a synthesis too tenuous to last. Toward, 
thCidCnd of the book we find him making a confession— 
a highly damaging confession from the standpoint of 
''enlightened” values: “In defiance of Herr Settem- 
brini, I declared myself for the principle of unreason^ 
the spiritvel principle of disease, under whose aegis I 
had already, in reality, stood for a long time back.” * 
And the individual to whom the confession is made, 
Mynheer Peeperkorn, suggests a still more damaging 
association. For it is quite apparent that Peeperkorn 
stands for the elemental power of human personality 
divorced from logic, charity, or the golden mean— for 
pure charisma^ unalloyed by intellect or morality. It is 
true that this third preceptor, like Naphta, conven- 
iently removes himself as a pedagogical inflqpnce by 
taking his ovsn life. And it is equally true that Castorp 
is evciituallv “saved” by his enforced return to the flat- 
land. Yet one cannot help wondering liow the author 
could have icsolvcd his educational dilemma except by 
the deus ex machina of the outbreak of war. 

Thus the riddle of Peeperkorn is left in suspense. Wc 
are told that in his commanding presence the dialectics 
of Settembrini and Naphta seemed reduced to mere 
irrelevancies. “No spark leaped nimbly from pole to 
pole, no flash of lightning, no current. 7Tie intellect 
which should in its own opinion have neutralized the 
presence was neutralized by it.” ® The two self con- 
stituted educators found their brilliant reasoning col- 
lapse before ^his majestic, essentially stupid personal- 
ity for w^hom w^ords were simply compelling sounds that 
carried no defined meaning. 

And so T homas Mann had revealed something be- 
yond Naphta, beyond the merely intellectual propaga- 


Ibid , p 769. 


® Ibid , p. 745. 
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hon of terror. It was n theme to which he was to return 
in more specific form in his short story Mano and the 
Magician, published in i9'^o. A tiansparent allegory of 
Italian Fascism, Mario took up again in terms of sharp 
warning the dangers of ‘'magic'* and personal magnet 
ism. The implication was that the Naphtas ot this 
world, for all the inhumanity of their doctrines, had at 
least remained within the bounds of conversation "and 
intellectual exchange. 1 he thread of the Enlighten- 
ment had been stretched to its farthest limits but not 
)ct entirely broken. With Mynheer Peeperkorn and 
the magician Cipolla a new species of humanity had 
appeared. Between them and the Euiopean literati no 
sort of understanding was possible. 

In the dialectical conflict between Naphta and Set 
tembrini, Thomas Mann had left the issue unresolved. 
Three jears later -in 1927— a French philosopher of 
the same geneiation aligned himself unequivocally 
wath the tiadition of the Enlightenment. In Julicn 
Benda's The Betrayal of the Intellectuals the contest- 
ants were not quite identical wath those who had 
battled on the Zauherherg. m shifting from a Germanic 
to a h'rench setting, the argument had lost much of its 
subtlety. But by the very la^t of simplifying the issues, 
Benda was able to make his polemic cut more sharply. 
For it ' Ins intention to give credit to the intel- 

lectual innovators ot his time or to recognize the 
nuances that separated one wiiter from another; he was 
not interested in the enhancement of understanding 
that had come from the thirty -year critique of the En- 
lightenment. He simply w^anted to sound an alarm. 

For this he w^as ideally qualified. A Jew by family tra- 
dition if not by formal practice, Be. < 1 1 had been bom 
m Pans in 1867: like his co-religionists* Bergson and 
Blum— the former eight years older, the latter five 
years younger— he remained all his life a Parisian to the 
marrow. His parents, he felt, had left their tempera- 
mental divergences imprinted on his character: in his 
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later years he described himself as the “product of a 
Jew of the ancient Orient, in love with eternity and 
scornfyl of contingence, joined to a petulant Parisian 
Jewess . . . with the itch for writing.” ® At the same 
time, their unquestioning love, the atmosphere of 
warra family affection in which he had grown up, had 
given him a sense of inner security that never deserted 
him' 

His had been a childhood without problems or pain- 
ful psychological cleavages. The abstract republicanism 
of his upbringing—so characteristic of French Jewish 
families in the last decades of the nineteenth century — 
was simply confirmed by his schooling; in Benda's case, 
as opposed to the classic conflict that faced young 
Frenchmen of Catholic background, there was no op- 
position between what was taught in the state school 
and the values that had been inculcated at home. Simi- 
larly the austere intellectualism of the lycee found in 
the adolescent Benda a mind already prepared ^or en- 
thusiastic acceptance. Mathematics was his ]oy; a rhet- 
oric based on Latin models seemed to respond to the 
demands of his inmost being and gave him a bare, mus- 
cular style that was to serve him well in controversy; 
but the academic philosophy of his day repelled him by 
its discursiveness. When still a child he had found the 
philosopher who was to remain his model for life- 
need one name him?— Spinoza. 

In the ver)' gaps in his education an older Benda 
looking back on the conflicts of his middle years was to 
discern further explanations for the tight coherence of 
his convictions. IIis family had had small esteem for 
non-logical values based on history and religion; energy, 
physical courage had been little honored; his ancestors 
“had never held functions of command.” ^ One could 
find no sharper contrast with the ideals that inspired 
those who were to be the targets of his future attack— 
the monarchists, the authoritarians, the apostles of na- 

® La Jeuttesse d'un clerc (Paris, xo?6), p. i6. 

X Ibid., p. 53. 
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tional dynamism. These might be the socially fashion- 
able doctrines of his mature years— but to the allures 
of society and intellectual fashion Benda was sipgularly 
unsusceptible. Unlike Bergson or Blum, he came from 
relatively modest circumstances and had not attended 
one of the famous lycees where young Parisians of 
promise and prominence struck up intellectual alliances 
and came to think of themselves as the leaders of'their 
generation. For himself Benda had no sense of his 
generation and was quite content to stand apart. The 
‘‘mandarin” aspects of the French intellectnars exist- 
ence satisfied him entirely: as in childhood, he con- 
tinued “to think . - . that the great human examples 
are those who can find joy ... in remaining quietly 
in a room with pen and paper.” “He enjoyed a personal 
independence as complete as the modern world can 
ofFer — a comfortable private income, no job, no wife, 
no child. And as a man just turning thirty he had ex- 
perienced the one decisive event that would dictate for 
the rest of his life his notions of political right and 
wrong— again the reference is obvious— the Dreyfus 
case. 

Like Bergson and Durkheim, Sorel and Peguy, Benda 
had fought in the ranks of the Dreyfusards. And he had 
been one of the numerous Jewish supporters of and 
contributors to the Cahiers de la Quinzaine. Indeed, 
as we have seen, it had been a disagreement over Ben- 
da’s novel UOrdination that had precipitated the nip 
ture between Sorel and Peguy in 1912. 

The events of 1917 and 1922 had given him occasion 
to think through once again his essential convictions 
about human rationality. It is against this background 
of the triumph of Lenin and Mussolini that his Be- 
trayal of the Intellectuals needs to be viewed. Such a 
book could not have been written before the mid- 
twenties. And by that time circumstances so manifestly 
called for it that it evoked an immediate response. In 


* Ibid., p. 73. 
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brief, Benda^s compact, combative little book warned 
of the retreat from civilized values that had already oc- 
curred—and in particular ascribed to the European in- 
tellectuals a major responsibility for it. 

From the eaily Middle Ages, Benda maintained, the 
''clerhs^' or intellectuals had constituted a class apart, 
dedicated not to earthly but to transcendent concerns. 
ITieiV great “treason” of contemp/Kary times had arisen 
from their desire to abase the values of knowledge be- 
fore the values of action, . . . About 1890 the men of 
letters, especially in France and llalv, realized with 
astonishing astuteness that the doctrines of arbitrary 
authority, discipline, tiadition, contempt for the spirit 
of liberty, assertion of the morality of war and slavery, 
were haughty and rigid j)oscs infinitelv more likely to 
strike the imagination of simple souls than the senti 
mentalities of Liberalism and Huinaiiitarianism.” ” 
Hence instead of resisting the popular drive toward an 
intensification of racial, class, and national passions, 
they had abetted d. Far from constituting themselves 
as an opposition to the new irrationalism, they had be- 
come its spokesmen. 

The nineteen th-centiirv' Germans had been then 
original teachers, and Nietzsche had been their pre- 
cursor. Philosophically they had managed to combine 
a neo-romantic reliance on “artistic sensibility” with a 
positivist insistence that “they consider only the facts.'' 
But this inconsistency had not troubled them: they 
prided themselves on their pragmatism. What united 
them, rather, was a metaphysics without precedent in 
history which preached “adoration for the contingent, 
and scorn for the eternal.” * 

By this route, then, Benda was led to include in a 
sweeping indictment not only such minor and essen- 

® La Trahison des clercs (Pans, 1927), translated as The Be- 
trayal of the Intellectuals, Beacon paperback edition (Boston, 
1955), pp. 119, 1^5. See also Robert J. Niess- Julien Benda (Ann 
Aroor, Mich., 1950), Chapter 7 

A Betrayal of the Intellectuals, pp. 78, 94, 137. 
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tially propagandist figures as D'Annunzio, Barrds, 
Maurras^ and Kipling, and a middle-rank moralist like 
P^guy, but also such major intellectual creators as 
Sorel and Bergson. The former Benda condemned for 
his doctrines of violence and his '"glorifications of the 
homo faher,' the latter for his ""exhortations to con- 
sider everything only as it exists in time, that is as it 
constitutes a succession of particulai states, a "becom- 
ing,' a "history*,' and never as it presents a state of per- 
manence beyond time." In the case of Bergson, Benda 
v.ould attack only the implications of the new meta- 
physics; it was obvious that the philosopher of, the elan 
vital, unlike Peguy and Sorel, did not personally advo-' 
cate a warrior ethic Similarly with Durkheim, Benda 
could do no more than parenthetically offer reproaches 
for a neglect of th'i "hiotion of good in the heart of 
eternal and disinterested man." And when he came to 
William James, Benda confined himself to noting the 
American philosopher's attitude of approval toward the 
Spanish-American v^ar and characterizing the ""preach- 
ing of Pragmatism ' in its various forms as the ""cult 
of the strong slate and the moral methods which en- 
sure it." ^ 

As the foregoing enumeration reveals, The Betrayal 
of the Intellectuals drew mo^t of its examples from 
contemporary France. Here indeed the lines of intel- 
lectual cleavage were almost as sharp as Benda had de- 
fined them, and in rough terms corresponded to the 
political division between authorirariaiis and republi- 
cans. Outside France, however, the situation was quite 
different. One wonders what Benda would have made 
of a thinker like Pareto— a prime ""traitor,” if one con- 
sidered only the surface of his doctrine, yet rooted in 
the tradition of the Enlightenmenr F'or the subtleties 
and the ambiguities of German and kalian thought, 
Benda manifested little concern. His book— despite its 
constant insistence on eternal values— betrayed a pro- 


Ibid., pp. 59, 74, 79, 98-9, 101. 
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foundly parochial outlook. It was Parisian-French— 
classical, formally logical, intcllectualist. The ^ark of 
the First World War was unmistakably upon it: Benda 
never thought of apologizing for his distaste and fear 
of things German. Yet his work had the characteristic 
strength of the parochial in its simplicity and robust 
certainty. 

At U deeper level of criticism one may suggest that 
Benda's failure to make his presuppositions explicit 
gave him an unfair polemical advantage. Essentially 
what he was doing was taking his stand with the major 
tradition of Western philosophy from Socrates to 
Kant. Outside this path, he implied, no firm footing 
was possible: all around lay the quicksands of rela- 
tivism and pragmatism. TTie nobility of such an atti- 
tude is unchallengeable. It appears with particular 
force toward the close of Benda's book, where he warns 
of the fragility of civilized values as the West has 
known them. ''If humanity loses this jewel, theae is 
not much chance of finding it again. . . . People for- 
get that Hellenic rationalism only really enlightened 
the world during seven hundred years, that it was then 
hidden . . . foi twelve centuries, and has begun to 
shine again for barely four centuries.” ® 

At the same time, this synopsis of two millennia of 
intellectual histoiy is staggeringly oversimplified. If 
Benda had stated his presuppositions more explicitly, it 
would have been apparent how heavily he was stacking 
the cards against his adversaries. He was suggesting that 
salvation—indeed the most elementary intellectual hon- 
esty — lay only within the Western rational tradition as 
naiTowly defined by him. For the moral dilemmas that 
practicing intellectuals daily confront in contemporary 
life, he showed scant sympathy. His ethical rigor and 
absolutism reflected the serenity of his own career, and 
the fact that the one great crisis of his life— the Dreyfus 
case— had been blessedly simple. The Dreyfus case has 


Ibid., pp. 156, 158-9. 
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not repeated itself; its successors in more recent times 
have been far more ambiguous. And the precept that 
Benda olEered in such emergencies— that the^Athenian 
state was behaving correctly as state in presen fing Soc- 
rates the hemlock, while Socrates as intellectual was 
also correct in making no attempt to escape it— was per- 
haps suflBcient for a man without a family, but for the 
run of intellectuals offered no adequate guide.* (In cir- 
cumstances similar to Socrates', Galileo had chosen the 
opposite course.) Had they followed to the letter the 
advice Benda offered, few European intellectuals would 
have survived the two decades subsequent to the publi- 
cation of his book. 

Similarly with regard to his more abstract categories. 
Benda never gave Ins intellectual advcrsaiies credit for 
keeping faith with the spirit of the Enlightenment even 
as they tried to broaden its methods. In the first place, 
he allowed them no sufficient opportunity to stale their 
case. The greatest of them— Croce, Freud, Weber- are 
absent from his pages, ‘'This is the weakest point in 
M. Benda's argument; he compares the minor clerks of 
our time with the major clerks of other ages." ® And 
those of the great who do appear in his book, like 
Nietzsche and Bergson, figure in travestied form. 
Benda, as he frankly admits, is concerned only with the 
tendency of a man's thought ( “though I know perfectly 
well that in reality this teaching is something far more 
complex"): “Nietzsche as a humanitarian . . . had no 
influence at all, and my subject is the influence which 
the 'clerks' have had in the world, and not what they 
were in themselves. . . . Need I say that Nietzsche, 
who seems to me a bad 'clerk' from the nature of his 
teaching, seems to me one of the finest from his entire 
devotion to the passions of the spiiit alone?" ® 

But what sort of logic is this? Ben^^ repeatedly as- 
serts his radical opposition to any practical criterion. 

* Ibid., p. 171. 

® Ibid., Introduction by Herbert Read, p. xxii. 

* Ibid., pp. 34, 13011, 179. 
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Yet in judging Nietzsche and his like he seems to have 
fallen into the grossest sort of pragmatism ^ Was it 
Bergson^s fault that his doctrines gained popularity and 
were perverted to obscurantist and nationalist ends^ 
The princes of the mind are not always without honor 
in thewr own time If Benda can treat so unjustly two 
such lofty-spinted intellectuals as Nietzsche and Berg- 
son, k it not possible that there *s a deep flaw in his 
whole argument^ 

The basic trouble with Benda was that his intellec 
tual range was too narrow He wore his Cartesian cate 
goncs and his traditional nietaphvsics like blinders, and 
thc) denied him an} sympathetic undeistanding of the 
creative achievements of Ins contemporaries To him 
the intuitive approach was anathema without qualifi 
cation I rue to tlic strut observance of the Liilightcii 
ment, he could not imagine how the uses of intuition 
could possibly be reconciled with it He saw all too 
clearly the dangers of intuitnc thinking in its des^ruc 
tive, hateful, and iiratmnal guise He was blind to its 
potentialities for disinterested mvestigatum and crea 
tion As a moral remonstrance and a call to a long 
overdue examination of conscience, T he Betrayal of the 
Intellectuah was a major monument of twentieth cen 
tun thought As a summary of past achievement and a 
guide to the role of intellectuals wdien the second qnar 
ter of the cf^nturs opened, it was glannglv insufEcicnt 

The last of the three works of intellectual siimma 
tion that we have singled out as directional signposts 
tor the middle and late 1920's — Karl Mannheim's Ideol 
ogy and Utopia— v/ds less obviously a defense of the 
hnlightenment than its two predecessors In fact what 
it owed to the rationalist tradition was so well con 
cealed under Gjerman sociological paraphernalia as fre 
quently to pass unnoticed Yet the author's intent 
should have been unmistakable His book aimed at 
''inquiring into the prospects of rationality and com 
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mon understanding” in an era that apparently *'put a 
preniiun]^ upon irrationality and from which the possi* 
bilities of mutual understanding” had all bui disap- 
peared.^ And when he came lo write of tlie Enlighten- 
ment itself he stressed its “fresh and youthful quality,” 
its “suggestive and stimulating atmosphere,” <wdiose 
“central elements . . . were open to the clear light of 
day” and which “appealed to the free will” by keeping 
alive “the feeling of being indeterminate and uncondi- 
tioned. . . . Its abstractness, which was only gradually 
uncovered by the criticism of the right and left, was 
never felt by the original exponents of the idea.” ** 

Moreover, like Benda, Mannheim was tiy ing to res- 
cue the tradition of abstract, categorized thinking fiom 
the shoals of pragmatist method. But he was not pro- 
posing to follow his French predecessor in throwing 
overboaid the whole )aniesian and Bergsonian baggage. 
Rather lie was attempting to integrate their notions— 
and the work of Freud as well — into a grand synthesis 
that would at last make possible civilized communica- 
tion among the various competing philosophical and 
ideological schools. A synthesis it would be— but of a 
loose and permissive variety. T’o distinguish his ap- 
proach from the relativism that he wished to tran- 
scend, Mannheim called it “relationism.” Viewed from 
this angle, knowledge would be “by no means an il- 
lusory experience” — as it presumablv was when viewed 
relativistically. On the contrar>', “all of the elements of 
meaning in a given situation” would “have reference to 
one another and derive their significance from this re- 
ciprocal interrelationship.” The approach would be 
“dynamic” : the observer of society would try to keep all 
sorts of shifting relationships in uneasy balance. And 
it would actually be of advantage— in making his 

• 

^ Preface by Louis Wirtli to Ideology and Utopia (expansion 
and translation of Ideologic und Utopie [Bonn, 1929]) (London 
and New York, 1936), p. xxv. 
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thought "'flexible and dialectical, rather than rigid and 
dogmatic”— -if he were not to try for an unattainable 
detachiyent and were rather to ‘"incorporate into his 
vision each contradictory and conflicting current.” ® 

It was perhaps this frank entertainment of contra- 
dictions that gave Ideology and Utopia its very special 
appeal. ""Rarely has a sociological study succeeded in 
arresting the attention of so wide a public. Not only 
sociologists but economists, historians, philosophers, 
and theologians, too, participated in the discussion.” 
There was something in it for everybody. Its basic cate- 
gories of social analysis had been derived from Weber— 
but to them there had been added Scheler's notion of 
the collective origin of abstract ideas. And in the proc- 
ess Weber's procedure had been still further relativized. 
In Weber's work, values alone bore a purely subjective 
character; scientific knowledge retained a quality of 
""objectivity.” With Mannheim, the order had been 
reversed. TTie values themselves possessed a kii^d of 
objective stability— it was the criteria of “objective” 
knowledge that fluctuated.' Thus however much Mann- 
heim might protest that his own point of view was not 
relativistic, it was difficult to detect where the differ- 
ence lay. As in Weber — but still more clearly than in 
Weber's case— Ideology and Utopia made it apparent 
that the student of society could never find icst in his 
quest for certainty. 

Or perhaps there was one resting-place that the au- 
thor himself never specifically mentioned. Like so many 
German thinkers of the 1920’s, Mannheim owed a 
heavy debt to Marx. A Social Democrat in political 
sympathy, he was obsessed with Marxist memories. Not 
that he was dogmatic about them— on the contrary, he 
repeatedly emphasized the variety of determinants be- 
sides class poskion that went into forming the Weltan- 

® Ibid., pp. 76, 88n. 

^ Hans Spcier. '"Karl Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia,*' So- 
cial Order and the Risks of War: Papers in Political Sociology 
(New York, 1952), pp. 190, 192. 
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schauungen of individuals and groups.* Yet the social 
conditioning of human thought remained uppermost 
in his mind; he had little understanding for th£ grop- 
ing toward universals which still characterized thinkers 
like Freud and Weber and which Benda had just de- 
fended with such confident belligerence. A conviction 
of the ultimate autonomy of mail's^ higher mental 
processes revealed itself only fitfully in his woik— as* for 
instance, when he wrote of the Enlightenment. Mann- 
heim’s effort to absorb into the Marxist tradition the 
niore significant innovations of his contemporaries was 
only partially successful: in the final amalgam too 
much of Marx remained. 

In retrospect, one can sec in the circumstances un- 
der which he had written his book the elements of high 
historical drama. Germany in the late 1920’s — decep- 
tively prosperous, deceptively orderly— offered the fit- 
ting stage for a last effort to present a progress report 
on what European social thought had accomplished 
in the past half-century. Never in European histc^ry had 
there been a population better educated and cultuially 
more aware. Never had the conflict of ideologies bcx'ii 
more intense. Weimar Germany offered nearly ideal 
laboratory conditions for observing a situation in which 
all values had been called into question and the living 
*'roots from which human thought had hitherto de- 
rived its nourishment were exposed.” On the edge of a 
precipice, the more peiccptive of the Geiman intellec- 
tuals had attained to an intensity of consciousness that 
recalled the reputed clairvoyance of the dying. 

Mannheim himself was aware of the drama of his 
position. The historical opportunity, he wrote, de- 
manded to be grasped before it was too late: 

At this point in history when all tlyngs which 

concern man and the structure and elements of 

2 Robert K \terton- '"'rhe Sociology' of Knowledge,” in 
Georges Giirvitch and Wilbert E. Moore, editors 7 wenlieth 
Century Sociology (New Yoik, 1945), pp. 37'’. 383. 
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history itself are suddenly revealed to us in a new 
light, it behooves us in our scientific thinking to be- 
come^ masters of the situation, for it is not incon- 
ceivable that sooner than we suspect, as has often 
been the case before in history, this vision may dis- 
appear, the opportunity may be lost, and the world 
will once again present a static, uniform, and in- 
flexible countenance.® 

Hence his book pursued a number of only loosely 
related goals. The very pluralism of Mannheim's think- 
ing and the form of three virtually free-standing essays 
in which Ideology and Utopia was cast, contributed to 
its multi-purpose character. Ostensibly— as its title im- 
plied— it was a discussion of the conflict of ideologies, 
or rather, to use Mannheim's own terminology, the in- 
teraction among the attitudes of ‘'ruling groups" that 
were "intensively interest-bound" (/.e., ideologies m 
the narrower sense) and the viewpoints of "oppressed 
groups . . . intellectually . . . strongly interested in 
the destruction and transformation of a given condition 
of society” (which Mannheim chose to call utopias). 
TTie author's method consisted of pushing to its logical 
conclusion the technique of "radical unmasking" that 
had originally been a Marxian discovery.* If, Mann- 
heim implied, this stripping away of one's adversaries' 
illusions— and with them one's own — could only be 
carried out with sufficient rigor, mutual understanding 
and even, perhaps, reconciliation would be the para- 
doxical result. 

Logically, then, Mannheim did not need to hide his 
own sympathies. Within the terms of the method that 
he had devised, it was sufficient if he clarified the basis 
of his preferences and tried to relate them "dynami- 
cally” to the p^judices of others. To the careful reader 
it was readily apparent that the author of Ideology and 
Utopia preferred the vitality of the latter type of world- 

® Ideology and Utopia, pp, 38, 76. 

* Ibid., pp. 36, 37. 



, lo. The Decade of the 1920's 423 

view to the static repose of the former. His heart went 
out to the utopias — with the significant exertion of 
'‘the sombre depths of Chiliastic agitation.’', whose 
twenlicth-century incarnation was the syndicalist vision 
that had inspired Sorel. Mannheim's own utopian sym- 
pathies were more practical, earth-bound, and# opti- 
mistic; they lay somewhere between Marx and the 
Enlightenment. And his fidelity to tins type of think- 
ing frequently blinded him to the tenacity of ideologies 
hostile to it. Fascist movements — to cite the most im- 
jK^rtant case— -he underestimated as “transitory forma- 
tions" emerging during periods when individuals had 
“lost or forgotten their class orientations." “ 

But we should be ver\' wrong to dismiss Mannheim's 
utopian attachments as mere sentimentality. His book 
might offei a maddening alteination between percep- 
tion and windy verbiage. At its best, however, it shot 
perspectives into the future which can still bring the 
reader up short. Ilis concluding vision of a world with- 
out utopia is chilling m its contemporary relevance. It 
is impossible to read todav his strictures on the “bar- 
renness" of a society “absorbed by its interest in eon- 
cictc and isolated details" and a sociology “split up into 
a series of discrete technical problems of social readjust- 
ment" without applying them to the present situation 
in the United States. For his own generation, Mann- 
heim implied, so “prosaic" an attitude was impossible. 
“It would require cither a callousness which our gen- 
eration could probably no longer acquire or the un- 
suspecting naivete of a generation newly born into tlie 
world to be able to live in absolute congrueiif e with the 
realities of that world, uttcily without any transcendent 
element." ® 

And so by the close of his book Mannheim had been 
led to a prophetic position almost Spenglerian in its 
bleakness: 


® Ibid., pp. 127, 205-6. 

® Ibid., pp 225, 228, 230. 
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The complete disappearance of the Utopian ele- 
ment ^ . . would mean that . . . human devel- 
opment would take on a totally new charac- 
ter. ... We would be faced then with the 
greatest paradox imaginable, namely, that man, 
wh® has achieved the highest degree of rational 
mastery of existence, left without any ideals, be- 
cohies a mere creature of imputes. Thus . , . just 
at the highest stage of awareness, when history is 
ceasing to be blind fate, and is becoming more and 
more man's own creation, w'ith the relinquishment 
of utopias, man would lose his will to shape his- 
tory and therewith his ability to understand it.’^ 


“And therewith his ability to understand it*' — like 
Dilthey, like Croce, Mannheim believed that the un- 
derstanding of history could arise only from acting in 
it. To him, as to his great predecessors of the genera- 
tion of tlie 1890's, thought was not a detached and 
static affair: it was intimately involved in the processes 
of living. In this view, the intellectual was no mere ob- 
server. He represented the conscience of his society — 
perched perilously between the danger of betraying his 
trust through failure to give a clear lead, and the op- 
posite “treason” of lending his pen to the purposes 
of propaganda, Benda-— under French conditions — had 
been more conscious of the latter danger. Mannheim — 
from a German perspective— saw the greater peril in 
detachment and apathy. When, four years after the 
publication of his book, the catastrophe came, the be- 
havior of most German intellectuals proved him right. 

Hence when he strove to bind together in tense rec- 
onciliation the divergent philosophies and ideologies of 
his time— to integrate into the rationalist tradition cer- 
tain of the “irrationalist" tendencies that Benda had 
refused to countenance — he was as concerned as Benda 
had been with the role of the intellectual in contem- 
^ Ibid., p. 236. 
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porary society. And— as we have just noticed— he de- 
fined this role in similar terms. Like Benda, he traced 
the sense of special function that still characterized the 
European intellectuals to their position in the Middle 
Ages as privileged ''clerks.'' But he differed from his 
predecessor in stressing the ambiguity as well as the 
“unexampled intellectual richness" that had resulted 
from the “disruption of the . . . monopoly of the 
church." This was a problem that went at least as far 
back as the sixteenth century. Since the First World 
War, however, it had grown inordinately acute. The 
intellectuars relation to the society in which he lived 
had become dubious in the extreme. For his own part, 
Mannheim could sec only four possible choices — affilia- 
tion “with the radical wing of the socialist-communist 
proletariat"; skepticism “in the name of intellectual in- 
tegrity" (as in the case of Max Weber and Pareto); 
seeking “refuge in the past" through “attempts to re- 
vive religious feeling, idealism, symbols, and myths"; 
and a withdrawal from the world and conscious renun- 
ciation of “direct participation in the historical proc- 
ess." " It was this last possibility that Mannheim had 
in mind when he traced the outlines of a future with- 
out utopia. 

Of these, only the second, he believed, held any crea- 
tive possibilities. Despite its negative features, it pos- 
sessed the virtue of “frankness," which was perhaps the 
best that could be expected in an era when utopian 
hopes were fading. The great advantage of the intel- 
lectuals, Mannheim argued, was that they alone con- 
stituted “a relatively classless stratum . . . not too 
firmly situated in the social order. . . . Participation 
in a common educational heritage progressively tends 
to suppress differences of birth, status, profession, and 
wealth, and to unite the individual educated people on 
the basis of the education they have received." Hence 
they alone could become the vehicles of “dynamic in- 


» Ibid., pp. 11, 233. 
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tellectual mediation*’ — a last supreme effort to bring 
about public understanding through entering into a 
sympathetic internal comprehension of each or the mu- 
tually destructive ideologies and utopias that were tear- 
ing European society apart. Their intervention offered 
the ouly faint hope of arresting the drift toward catas- 
trophe.** 

An illusion, of course— and yet Mannheim seems to 
have kno^^■Il it was an illusion even as he wrote. In his 
manv-layered, involuted thinking, the line between in- 
tellectual clarity and the partial self-deceptions by 
which men live was never fixed. Indeed, in the fluid 
social universe that he had delineated, to draw such a 
line would appear to be naivete or nonsense. Similarly 
the desperate hope that he had vested in the European 
intellectuals had its ow'ii elements of ambiguity: the 
role he assigned them lay somewhere betw^ecn the new 
ethic of “engagement” and the more traditional con- 
ception of the “unattached** ( frei^chwebend ) thinker 
or writer. On balance, it leaned toward the latter, 'fhe 
final relevance of Ideology and Utopia was as a defense 
and justification of the Freiscfiwebender on the brink 
of disappearance. 

The generation of the 1890*$ had begun their work 
and completed the major outlines of their thought in 
a privileged era. Riding the final w-ave of the century- 
old faith in progress, they had enjoyed the last great 
period of peace and security that Europe was to know. 
Profiting b} the comforts, the facilities that modem 
technology offered, they were to witness only in their 
later years— when their world-view had already been 
formed— the new face of technology in its destructive 
guise. They had passed their youth at the climax of the 
Enlightenment — and simultaneously had inaugurated 
its most probmg critique. Indeed, it was their very cer- 
tainty of “enlightened” values (however much they 
might )ibc at them) that had enabled them to strip 


» Ibid., pp. i37-*8, 168, 231. 
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away so mercilessly the illusions with which these 
values had become encrusted. Their own psychological 
security—their confidence in such unstatefl assump- j 
tions as humane behavior and intellectual integrity- 
had given them the inner strength to inaugurate an 
unprecedented examination of conscience. Percjied be« 
tween two eras of dogmatism— the old dogmas of posi- 
tivism and Marxism behind them,^and the new cer- 
tainties of “commitment"’ and exact logic in the future 
—they could afford the luxury of suspended judgment. 
The philosophies of urbane doubt — skepticism, prag- 
matism, pluralism— held no terrors for them. 

Hence the quality of serenity, of an untroubled en- 
tertainment of contradictions, that we have noticed in 
the writing of a Croce or a Bergson. They led privileged 
lives of contemplation: never again were intellectuals 
to be so free from the petty harassments that have ex- 
asperated the existence of their fellows in most of the 
eras of European history— financial need, interference 
by the public authorities, and the sense of personal dan- 
ger. lliey were the last of the great Freischwebende. 
Karl Mannheim, a late arrival in their fraternity, might 
sum up their role and try to redefine it to conform to- 
the vastly altered situation he saw approaching. But 
he could not revitalize a w'ay of life that was already 
disappearing. For the next two decades at least, the 
“unattached intellectual” was to be everywhere on the 
defensive. 


TV. A Generation in Retrospect 

From the perspective of the post-Sccond World War 
era, the work of the generation of the 1890"$ can be 
viewed as a “first attempt” at accommodation to a 
“new conception of reality.” It represented a great deal 
more than a “return of the older idealism”— although 
the restatement of certain familiar idealist principles,, 
in vastly altered form, was one aspect of this wider revo- 
lution in thought. In their most general significance,. 



■ 4*8 Consciousness and Society 

the three decades from about 1890 to the early 1920's 
marked the period in which the more imaginative 
thinkers dame to the conclusion that “the former con- 
ceptions of a rational reality” were insufficient, and 
that human thought would have to make “concessions” 
to a reality that could no longer be conceived as an or- 
derly system. In this process of concession and adapta- 
tion, the “activity of human consciousness” for the first 
time became of paramount importance. For conscious 
ness seemed to offer the only link between man and 
the world of society and history. 

“The nature of reality” itself “no longer afforded a 
coherent totality”: the natural world and with it reality 
in the broader sense were now seen as approachable 
only through conventional fictions. “But society, which 
represented the mediating sphere between man and 
this general reality and partook of elements of both, 
was still accessible to man.” ^ As Vico had declared 
two centuries earlier, man was capable of understvid- 
ing the “civil world” because he had made it. By an ef- 
fort of imaginative construction, human thought could 
mimic the process of creation, and hence of under- 
standing. 

Croce himself even before the turn of the century 
had expressed a similar idea with his customary vigor 
and felicity: 

We no longer believe . . . , like the Greeks, in 
happiness of life on earth; we no longer believe, 
like the Christians, in happiness in an other- 
worldly life; we no longer believe, like the opti- 
mistic philosophers of the last century, in a happy 
future for the human race. . . . We no longer be- 
lieve in anything of that, and what we have alone 
retained is the consciousness of ourselves, and the 
need to make that consciousness ever clearer and 

^ Leonard Kncger: *‘The Intellectuals and European Society,*' 
Political Science Quarterly, LXVII (2952), 232-3. 
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more evident, a need for whose satisfaction we 

turn to science and to art.* 

In the years after 1920 the new attitude toward con- 
sciousness and society that had originally been devel- 
oped in Germany and France and Italy began, to win 
an increasing number of adherents in other parts of the 
Western world. Figures as diverse as Ortega y Gasset 
in Spain and Collingwood or Malinowski in England 
suggest the varied forms in which this spreading influ- 
ence manifested itself. In the United States such pio- 
neering books as Harold Lasswell's P^sychopathology 
and Politics, Talcott Parsons's Structure of Social Ac- 
tion, and the historical speculations of Carl Becker 
broke sharply with the older academic tradition. By 
the outbreak of the Second World War, the psycho- 
analytic approach to human motivation, an ideal-type 
method in social study, and a canon of historical re- 
search derived from neo-idealist premises, had become 
the distinguishing marks of the livelier thinkers in a 
wide variety of fields. In imaginative literature a com- 
parable change had occurred: throughout the Western 
world the notion of '‘realistic" treatments based on 
positivist assumptions had been almost completely dis- 
credited. 

But this changed attitude, as we noted a moment 
ago, taxed the intellect inordinately with its complex 
arrangement of concessions and adaptations. It was a 
tenuous synthesis that constantly threatened to break 
down in one direction or another. It had originated in 
a revolt from positivism — explicit or implied — yet it 
retained from the positivist faith its trust in the pro- 
cedures of exact science. It marked a revival of idealist 
thinking— yet it rejected the idealist belief in the eter- 
nal character of spiritual values. It fpund its clearest 
expression in pragmatism — yet pragmatism without 

* Quoted in Mario Corsi: Le onginz del pensiero di Benedetto 
Croce (Florence, 1951), pp* 20-1. 
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qualification robbed it of its subtleties and reduced it 
to a rough rule of thumb. Most obviously it had ques- 
f tioned thfe potentialities of human reason— yet “irra- 
tionalism"' was merely a crude deformation and de- 
generation of what the generation of the 1890's had 
proposed. 

The question of rationality is the crucial one— the 
final test of what <vas viable and wli^t was transitory in 
the intellectual labors of this generation. In defining 
their attitude toward reason, the social thinkers of the 
early twentieth century were obliged to walk the edge 
of a razor. On the one side lay the past errors of the 
eighteenth century and of the positivist tradition. On 
the other side lay the future errors of unreason and 
emotional thinking. In between there remained only 
the narrow path of faith in reason despite and even be- 
cause of the drastic limitations with which psychologi- 
cal and historical discovery had hedged it: however 
much “intuition,’" free association, and the other un- 
orthodox techniques of investigation might have broad- 
ened the criteria of evidence in social thought, reason 
alone remained the final control and arbiter. 

Even the greatest members of this generation found 
it impossible to walk the thin line with an invariable 
sureness of step. Bergson and Sorcl eventually suc- 
cumbed to a kind of social mysticism. Fieud began his 
work with an unsophisticated trust in mechanistic ex- 
planations which he never explicitly abandoned. Yet 
by the end of his life he had crossed over to the ex- 
treme opposite of letting his speculative imagination 
roam virtually free of rational check. Pareto never prop- 
erly understood that values — however irrational their 
origin — could be treated as something more than a 
residual category; he never appreciated the difference 
between human folly and a coherent value-system. 
Croce in the early part of his career had understo^ the 
elements of this distinction. But as his life advanced he 
had gradually and almost imperceptibly shifted the 
meaning of his central historical principle. His doctrine 
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that the rational alone could be the subject of history 
had begun as the simple and unobjectionable state- 
ment tlfet history necessarily dealt with what was ca- ^ 
pable of rational explanation. As eventually"* defined, 
however, it proposed a drastic narrowing of the his- 
torian's intellectual sphere — the virtual exclusion from 
history, as mere incoherence, of the whole realm of 
non-rational conduct. • 

Thus by the 1920's and 1930's Croce and Freud were 
crossing in opposite directions the thin divide on which 
the contrasting perils of intellectualism and fantasy 
had momentarily been transcended. Yet paradoxically 
enough, both of them, in their final guise, figured more 
as men of letters than as social scientists. For by the 
time of their deaths the divorce between literature and 
social science was an accomplished fact. By the mid- 
century the exact logicians and the men of science had 
left far behind the Crocean notion of reason and logi- 
cal method and were shrugging their shoulders at 
Freud's meta-historical speculations. Between rational 
method and literary meaning a chasm had opened. 

Max Weber had been acutely aware of the danger. 
In his effort to transcend the positivist-idealist polemic, 
he had striven for formulations that would keep to- 
gether the sphere of logic and the sphere of value. In 
so doing, he alone invariably held to the central under- 
standing of his whole generation. He alone never wa- 
vered in his insistence that both reason and illogic were 
essential to the comprehension of the human world. 
While reality, he implied, was dominated by unreason, 
it was only through rational treatment that it could 
be made comprehensible. Yet Weber's intellectual co- 
herence had been acquired at the price of a psychic 
tension that was almost too much for the human mind 
to bear. For a brief decade or two he and his generation 
had striven to keep reason and emotional value in pre- 
carious balance: it was not surprising that tlie two 
should so soon have parted company. 
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I DO NOT BELIEVE that this study requires a formal 
bibliography. TTie footnotes give sufficient indica- 
tion of the range of the original works and secondary 
accounts on which I have drawn. 

It is relevant to suggest, however, the types of litera- 
ture that I have found most useful. From formal his- 
tories of the various learned disciplines I have derived 
little profit. Nearly all of them have proved to be either 
too impressionistic or too technical for my purposes. 
A number of biographical studies, on the contrary, I 
have found indispensable: it is difficult to see how I 
could have written certain chapters without the aid of 
Ernest Jones’s great work on Freud, of Marianne We- 
ber’s sensitive and illuminating account of her hus- 
band’s career, of the solid studies of Sorel’s life and 
doctrines with which Andreu and Humphrey and 
Meisel have recently provided us. 

In the case of Bergson and Croce, Durkheim and 
Pareto, I have been thrown more on my own devices. 
On Bergson one is obliged to take one’s choice: virtu- 
ally all the available literature is either uncritically 
pious or devastatingly hostile. For Croce a major work 
of reinterpretation is still lacking— yet the recent studies 
by such writers as Caponigri, Chabod, Corsi, De Ca- 
prariis, and Sprigge suggest the elements of a new 
evaluation. For Durkheim and Pareto, Parsons’s The 
Structure of Social Action is an indispensable guide. 
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Indeed it is one of three extraordinary works of syn- 
thesis on which I have relied most heavily. 

The c*her two are both by Italians— Antoni's Dallo 
storicismo alia sociologia and Rossi's Lo storiaismo te~ 
desco contemporaneo. Although covering much of the 
same ground, they contrast shaqjly in their philosophi- 
cal approach: the former, by a respected cider Scholar, 
is frankly Crocean; the latter, the work of a brilliant 
neophyte, leans toward social science in the Weber tra- 
dition. That my own viewpoint inclines toward the 
latter should be apparent from a reading of my sixth 
and eighth chapters. 

I might add that all translations in the text, except 
where otherwise indicated, are my own. In every case 
I have referred the reader to the English translations 
both of original and of secondary works, where such 
are available. When mentioning titles in the text, I 
have ordinarily left in the original language only those 
which have not yet been translated. In a few cases, 
however, I have refrained from reproducing a translated 
title that struck me as misleading or inappropriate. 
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